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Foreword
There is a tendency for those of us who are no longer in the days
of our youth, for whom “the almond tree blossoms, and the grasshopper is a burden,” as the writer of Ecclesiastes describes it (Eccl.
12:5), to see our present age as so much worse than when we were
in our youth. The same writer urges us not to say, “Why were the
former days better than these? For you do not enquire wisely concerning this” (Eccl. 7:10). The older generation must recognize
that often our judgment about such things is flawed.
However, God’s own prophets identified times when the moral and spiritual degradation of His people, or of other nations,
reached such a low ebb that God took action to punish them severely. For example, God promised Abram (Gen. 15:16) that his
descendants would not return to possess the land of Canaan until
the fourth generation because “the iniquity of the Amorites was
not yet complete.”
Such a time was the period of the Babylonian exile for the
children of Israel. God had warned them many times what curses
were coming if they did not obey the voice of the Lord to observe
carefully all his commandments (Deut. 28:15f). He had called
them to repentance up till the last years before the Babylonian
invasion and the destruction of Jerusalem (see Jer. 18:1–17). Their
stubborn refusal to heed God’s warnings and his calls to repentance eventually led God to bring upon them the promised destruction and the period of captivity.
Many of us will see the relevance of the theme for this year’s
lectures because we have observed the moral decline in the United States of America over the last fifty years. It is our prayer that
the lessons presented in this book, based firmly on things written
before regarding the period of the Babylonian exile, will lead to
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viii

Foreword

our learning, “that we through the patience and comfort of the
Scriptures might have hope” (Rom. 15:4).
H. E. “Buddy” Payne
President
Florida College
Temple Terrace, Florida

Preface
The 2010 Florida College Lectureship is based on Old Testament accounts of the crisis of the Babylonian exile. The lessons
provided here call attention to the bitter experiences of captivity, and how those experiences speak to God’s people today. The
speakers in this series examine various texts from that period
and show how the lessons they teach are relevant for Christians
in our modern situation.
The evening lectures all maintain an absolute focus on God—
his sovereignty, his justice, and his mercy. The day lectures deal
with specific issues for God’s people in captivity—past, present,
and future. Tuesday’s lectures focus on the past problems that led
to the captivity, Wednesday’s lectures focus on the day-to-day
challenges of those living in the captivity, and Thursday’s lectures
focus on questions regarding the future hopes and expectations of
God’s people in captivity.
All whose studies appear in this book have given generously of
themselves. We extend to each of them our heart-felt thanks for
the labor they have given to this work.
As always, this lectureship program is the culmination of
the efforts of a number of good people. I am especially grateful to my colleagues in the Biblical Studies department—Colly
Caldwell, Tom Hamilton, Jason Longstreth, David McClister,
Ray Madrigal, Doy Moyer, Tommy Peeler, and Nathan Ward—
for their invaluable contributions to the development of this program. I am honored to count them as my fellow workers and
friends, and am indebted to them as always for their part in this
annual project. I also want to thank Nathan Ward, director of
the Florida College Press, for his work in the preparation of this
volume for publication.
ix
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Preface

We pray these lessons will be used to the furthering of the
cause of Christ and the glory of God, and that they will offer
strength and encouragement to all who read them.
Daniel W. Petty
Chairman, Biblical Studies
Florida College
Temple Terrace, Florida

Part One
The Night Lectures

The Sovereign Lord of History
Melvin Curry

Introduction

Throughout Scripture, from Genesis through Revelation, God
reveals himself as sovereign1 Lord, namely, the “I Am” (Exod.
3:14; cf. John 8:58), the “Almighty God” (Gen. 17:1; cf. Isa.
13:6).2 He declares himself to be “a great King” (Mal. 1:14), who
“has established His throne in heaven, and His kingdom rules
over all” (Ps. 103:19).3
The Lord says, “I am the First and I am the Last; besides Me
there is no God” (Isa. 44:6; cf. 41:4; 43:10; 48:12). He affirms that
he is “the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End”4
(Rev. 1:8a; 21:6), the one “who is and who was and who is to
come” (Rev. 1:8b), “the everlasting God” (Isa. 40:28), “the living
and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9). Furthermore, his word “is living
and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing
even to the division of soul and spirit, and of joints and marrow,
and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Heb.
4:12; cf. John 6:63; Acts 7:38).
This lecture will focus on God as the Sovereign Lord, who
controls history because he has the foreknowledge to see the future and the power to accomplish his will among the nations of
men. Its aim is to encourage believers to accept these facts about
their Creator that are revealed in his word and to face the future
with hope and confidence. It will focus primarily on texts in the
books of Isaiah and Daniel.

God is the Lord of Hope

People who live in times of crisis may feel helpless and hopeless
3

4
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to do anything about their plight, as when natural disasters devastate a community, when wars rage, when sickness strikes, when
financial ruin occurs, or when personal sins soil the soul and
confuse the conscience. For God’s people, who may be suffering
affliction because of persecution by outsiders, facing division because of false teachings and schismatic attitudes, or experiencing
disappointment because of faithless brothers or sisters, hope is assured through faith in the Lord who both controls human history
and will consummate his eternal purpose despite the evil done by
angels and men. He will stand by his people in life and will not
desert them in death. Thus, God’s fidelity is emphasized in Scripture. Moses encouraged Israel, “Be strong and of good courage,
do not fear nor be afraid of them; for the Lord your God, He
is the One who goes with you. He will not leave you nor forsake
you… And the Lord, He is the one who goes before you. He will
be with you, He will not leave you nor forsake you; do not fear
nor be dismayed” (Deut. 31:6, 8). Moreover, the author of Hebrews reminds Christians, “For He Himself has said, ‘I will never
leave you nor forsake you.’ So we may boldly say: ‘The Lord is my
helper; I will not fear. What can man do to me?’” (Heb. 13:5–6).
Hezekiah and the faithful remnant in Judah, at the end of
the eighth century b.c., were being invaded by the Assyrian army,
which had already destroyed the northern kingdom and its capital
Samaria. It appeared as though Jerusalem would likewise be conquered and its inhabitants taken into captivity. But the people of
Israel and Judah did not understand that God was using Assyria
as “the rod” of his anger despite that heathen nation’s pride and
cruelty (Isa. 10:5–11). He was employing extreme measures to
punish his sinful people and to cleanse his land that had been defiled by idolatry. Yet the Lord still had a purpose to fulfill through
his remnant in Judah. He would eventually cause the collapse of
Assyria (Isa. 10:12–19) and glorify his name among the nations.
This fearsome foe would itself fall before another conqueror. Because of his clear vision of the future, God revealed through his
prophet Isaiah that there would be better times ahead for his
people, saying, “Comfort, yes, comfort My people, and cry out to
her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned” (Isa.
40:1–2). But sometimes comfort does not come easily.
Harder times lay ahead for the sons of Jacob. A storm would
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rage before the rainbow appeared. This fact was disclosed to Hezekiah, when he invited the envoys from Babylon to see “all that
was found among his treasures” (Isa. 39:1–2). After this prideful
action of the king, Isaiah made an ominous announcement from
the Lord:
Behold, the days are coming when all that is in your house, and
what your fathers have accumulated until this day, shall be carried to Babylon; nothing shall be left. And they shall take away
some of your sons who will descend from you, whom you beget;
and they shall be eunuchs in the palace of the king of Babylon.
(vss. 6–7)

No wonder, then, that certain skeptics within the nation were
saying, “My way is hidden from the Lord, and my just claim
is passed over by my God” (40:27). No doubt, even some of the
faithful would have been in a quandary. How could God still bless
“all nations of the earth” in Abraham’s “seed” (Gen. 22:18) if the
homeland is lost and its people were made captives in a foreign
country? Such thinking, however, failed to consider the remarkable exodus from Egypt as a model for God’s future intervention
in human history.

“Behold Your God!” (Isaiah 40:9)

The faithful need to have a clear understanding of the God who
controls their destiny. “I am the Lord [Yahweh], that is My
name,” he says, “And My glory I will not give to another” (Isa.
42:8). Both his name and his glory stand for who he is. He is “the
Holy One of Israel”5 who both glorifies himself and sanctifies
himself among his people. All nature and the inhabitants of the
world sing his praises: “The heavens declare the glory of God; and
the firmament shows His handiwork” (Ps. 19:1). A similar sentiment permeates Psalm 148:
Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord from the heavens;
Praise Him in the heights!
Praise Him, all His angels;
Praise Him, all His hosts!
Praise Him, sun and moon;
Praise Him, all you stars of light!
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Praise Him, you heavens of heavens,
And you waters above the heavens!
Let them praise the name of the Lord,
For He commanded and they were created.
He also established them forever and ever;
He made a decree which shall not pass away.
Praise the Lord from the earth,
You great sea creatures and all the depths;
Fire and hail, snow and clouds;
Stormy wind, fulfilling His word;
Mountains and all hills;
Fruitful trees and all cedars;
Beasts and all cattle;
Creeping things and flying fowl;
Kings of the earth and all peoples;
Princes and all judges of the earth;
Both young men and maidens;
Old men and children.
Let them praise the name of the Lord,
For His name alone is exalted;
His glory is above the earth and heaven.
And He has exalted the horn of His people,
The praise of all His saints—
Of the children of Israel,
A people near to Him. Praise the Lord! (vss. 1–14).
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No wonder, then, that God spoke to the cities of Judah
through the voice of Zion, crying out, “Behold your God!” (40:9).
The people needed eyes of faith to see God’s royal arrival and to
gaze on his magnificent glory (vss. 3–5; cf. 6:1–5). They needed
ears of faith to hear his word and to be assured by it power (vss.
6–9). Especially, they needed to believe fully that he would come
with a strong arm of deliverance to defeat their enemies, care for
his sheep like a shepherd, and caress them in his bosom as they
faced the dark days ahead (vss. 10–11).

God is the Creator

Both God’s power to control the future and his wisdom to weave
the thread of human history are related to his work of creation:

The Sovereign Lord of History

Who has measured the waters in the hollow of His hand,
Measured heaven with a span
And calculated the dust of the earth in a measure?
Weighed the mountains in scales
And the hills in a balance?
Who has directed the Spirit of the Lord,
Or as His counselor has taught Him?
With whom did He take counsel,
And who instructed Him,
And taught Him in the path of justice?
Who taught Him knowledge,
And showed Him the way of understanding? (Isa. 40:12–14)

7

God alone is “Creator”: “Have you not known? Have you not
heard? The everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of the ends
of the earth, neither faints nor is weary. His understanding is unsearchable” (40:28); “I am the Lord, your Holy One, The Creator
of Israel, your King” (43:15; cf. 40:26; 42:5; 45:8, 12, 18). He
is the “Maker”: “Woe to him who strives with his Maker! Let
the potsherd strive with the potsherds of the earth! Shall the clay
say to him who forms it, ‘What are you making?’ Or shall your
handiwork say, ‘He has no hands’? (45:9). Again, “Thus says the
Lord, The Holy One of Israel, and his Maker: ‘Ask Me of things
to come concerning My sons; and concerning the work of My
hands, you command Me’” (Isa. 45:11; cf. 17:7; 22:11; 51:13; 54:5).
He has formed all things: the earth (37:16; 45:12) to be inhabited
(45:18), Israel to serve him (44:2, 21, 24; cf. 27:11), peace and
calamity (45:7), nations to fulfill his will (37:26), and his Servant
who will suffer for the sins of the world (49:5).
The nations of the earth are no obstacle to the redemption
of his people and the accomplishment of his purpose; they are
“as a drop in a bucket, and are accounted as the small dust on
the balance” (vs. 15; see vss. 16–17). So the faithful remnant in
Judah should have no fear of superpowers like Egypt, Assyria,
or Babylon. So-called gods are nothing at all; they are impotent
before “the everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of the ends
of the earth” (vs. 26; cf. vss. 18–20, 25). As he said of himself
through the prophet Joel, “I am the Lord your God and there is
no other” (2:27; cf. Deut. 32:29; Isa. 43:11; 44:6b). As he did in
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creation, God will clearly demonstrate his power again; however,
this time it will be in the punishment of sin, in the restoration
of his people from captivity, and in fulfilling his promise of the
coming of the Messiah.

God is the Redeemer

Although the Assyrians had demolished many of the cities of Judah, they would not prevail. Israel had collapsed before them, but
Judah would continue to exist as a nation. However, the Babylonians will eventually accomplish what the Assyrians failed to do.
They will completely devastate the land, take its people captive in
a series of three deportations, and destroy Jerusalem and its temple. The horrors that awaited God’s people were almost unimaginable (cf. Deut. 28:15–68; Jer. 19:3–9). Yet because of his promise
of redemption— the covenant he had made with Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob—the people may rest assured that the seventy years of
captivity will come to an end. The people will return home when
the just requirement for the punishment of sin has been met and
the land has been cleansed from its pollution. Both the lineage
and the land of the Messiah will be preserved until his coming.
The Lord is the Redeemer: “Thus says the Lord, your Redeemer, The Holy One of Israel: “I am the Lord your God, who
teaches you to profit, who leads you by the way you should go”
(Isa. 48:17; cf. 49:7, 26; 54:5, 8; 59:20; 60:16; see also. 41:14; 43:14;
44:6, 24; 47:4; 63:16). He will provide a highway of holiness for
the redeemed: “No lion shall be there, Nor shall any ravenous
beast go up on it; It shall not be found there. But the redeemed
shall walk there” (Isa. 35:9; cf. 51:11; 62:12). Also, the Lord is
Savior: “For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel,
your Savior; I gave Egypt for your ransom, Ethiopia and Seba in
your place (43:3; cf. 45:15, 21; 49:26; 60:16; 63:8). He will deliver
his people in their time of trouble: “The Lord is our Judge, The
Lord is our Lawgiver, the Lord is our King; He will save us”
(Isa. 33:22; cf. 35:4; 49:25; 63:1; also 30:15; 45:17, 22).
The true people of God, especially when they have sinned
grievously, will recognize his work in the world, repent of the
evil they have done, and respond to their Redeemer with intimate
words of personal praise, as reflected in the following prayer that
is recorded by Isaiah:

The Sovereign Lord of History

O Lord, I will praise You;
Though You were angry with me,
Your anger is turned away, and You comfort me.			
Behold, God is my salvation,
I will trust and not be afraid;
For Yah, the Lord, is my strength and my song;
He also has become my salvation.
Therefore with joy you will draw water from the wells of salvation. (12:2–3)
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When evil empires work havoc in the world, or when God’s people go astray, the righteous very likely will suffer along with the
wicked. But the Lord will not forsake the faithful. Despite the
evil that men do, He will always accomplish His purpose through
acts of redemption.

God is Above All

Psalm 95 affirms that “the Lord” is “the great God, and the great
King above all gods” (vs. 3). This does not mean that he is the
greatest among the gods. He alone is alive; they are nothing but
the figment of human imagination. He alone is transcendent. As
he reminds his people through his prophet Isaiah,
“My thoughts are not your thoughts,
Nor are your ways My ways,” says the Lord.
“For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
So are My ways higher than your ways,
And My thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isa. 55:8–9)

Our Creator “sits above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants
are like grasshoppers” (Isa. 40:22).
After all is said and done, believers are frail mortals, and like
everyone else we do not really understand how God sees the
whole picture and works his will in our space-time world, yet we
see through the eyes of faith that he does. We must be careful,
therefore, not to second-guess our Creator and Redeemer. In other words, as Robert Turner used to say, we should not attempt to
“whittle on God’s end of the stick.” Things may seem to be going
very badly for us, but conditions were even worse during the dark
days of Assyrian and Babylonian supremacy. Ignorance may easily

10

Melvin Curry

breed disillusionment, even despair. “The wrong inference from
God’s transcendence,” observes Derek Kidner, “is that He is too
great to care; the right one is that He is too great to fail: there is
no point at which things ‘get on top of ’ Him” (“Isaiah” 611–12).

God Sees the Future

The Lord of history who acted in the past will act in the future.
He is “the First and the Last” (Isa. 41:4; 44:6; 48:12), who created all things at the beginning and will consummate all things
at the end. From above the circle of the earth (44:22), he controls
the world of men, whose freedom he conforms to his own plans.
Throughout the centuries he had predicted what would come to
pass, and now God declares to Israel his foreknowledge of the
glory and the fall of Babylon (13:1–22; 14:3–23), even specifying about 200 years ahead of time the exact name of the ruler
who would accomplish the feat (48:14), namely, Cyrus the Mede
(44:28; 45:1–3). God calls Cyrus his anointed (44:28), a man of
his counsel (46:11), a bird of prey (46:11). Cyrus will subdue the
nations (41:2–3, 25; 45:13), set free the Jewish exiles (48:20), and
help to rebuild Jerusalem and its temple (44:28). No wonder God
says, “New things I declare; before they spring forth I tell you
of them” (42:9; cf. 43:19), “even hidden things, and you did not
know them” (48:6).
Nothing is too difficult for him, and no present crisis can
thwart the purpose for which he has called his people:
Remember the former things of old,
For I am God, and there is no other;
I am God, and there is none like Me,
Declaring the end from the beginning,
And from ancient times things that are not yet done,
Saying, ‘My counsel shall stand,
And I will do all My pleasure…. (Isa. 46:8–10)		

He will work his will on earth.
In times of trouble, God’s prophets helped the faithful to focus
on the glorious days ahead. As Edersheim observes, “Never did
the messianic hopes of the inspired Prophets rise higher; never was
their faith wider in its range, or brighter in its glow; never their ut-
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terance of it more passionately assured, than when Israel had sunk
to the lowest stage of outward depression” (8). “In truth,” he remarks, “it scarcely seems exaggeration to say, that throughout the
history of Israel we can trace the times of bitterest sorrows by their
brightest messianic expectations, as if that golden harvest waved
richest where the ploughshare had drawn the furrows deepest, and
the precious seed been watered by blood and tears” (9).
There are many portraits in the Bible of God’s relationship to
his people, but surely one of the most beautiful descriptions of his
providential care for them is Isaiah 43:1–7. As we read this passage keep in mind that the Assyrians currently are invading the
land and the Northern Kingdom is doomed to captivity. But good
king Hezekiah is trying to bring about reform in the nation of
Judah and lead the people back to God; therefore, the captivity of
Judah will be postponed for another century. So, because the sinful nation will not fully alter its spiritual course, it will fall to the
Babylonians, who will succeed the Assyrians as the superpower
of the world. Thus, any future hope for God’s people depends on
his use of historical events to accomplish their deliverance. Their
God, who created all things, is the Lord of history:
But now, thus says the Lord, who created you, O Jacob,
And He who formed you, O Israel:
“Fear not, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by your name;
You are Mine.
When you pass through the waters, I will be with you;
And through the rivers, they shall not overflow you.
When you walk through the fire, you shall not be burned,
Nor shall the flame scorch you.
For I am the Lord your God,
The Holy One of Israel, your Savior;
I gave Egypt for your ransom,
Ethiopia and Seba in your place.
Since you were precious in My sight,
You have been honored,
And I have loved you;
Therefore I will give men for you,
And people for your life.

12
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Fear not, for I am with you;
I will bring your descendants from the east,
And gather you from the west;
I will say to the north, ‘Give them up!’
And to the south, ‘Do not keep them back!’
Bring My sons from afar,
And My daughters from the ends of the earth—
Everyone who is called by My name,
Whom I have created for My glory;
I have formed him, yes, I have made him.” (Isa. 43:1–7)

Notice the many obstacles to the deliverance of God’s people:
water (vs. 2a), the fire of adversity (vs. 2b), nations (vs. 3), and
great distances (vs. 5). But the Lord will overcome these obstacles
as he has in the past. The waters will not overflow them (vs. 2a);
the flames of fire will not scorch them (vs. 2b); nations will be
given as a ransom for them (vss. 3b–4); and the Lord will bring
their descendants from the east, west, north, and south—“from
the ends of the earth” (vss. 5–6).
The reasons God gives for delivering his people are many. He
is covenant Lord (Isa. 43:1, 3); he is Creator, who formed them
and made them (vss. 1, 7); and he is Redeemer (vs. 1). They are
his: “I have called you by your name; You are Mine” (vs. 1), and
they are called by his name (vs. 7). He loves them, and they are
precious and honored (vs. 4). He is their Savior (vs. 3), who has
provided their ransom (vss. 3–4), and he will return his “sons” and
“daughters” from captivity (vss. 5–6). All that he has done and
will do for his people is for his glory (vs. 7). He is the Holy One
of Israel! (vs. 3). In summary, he says of himself: “I am the Lord,
your Holy One, the Creator of Israel, your King” (vs. 15).
Isaiah envisioned the messianic future in which the nations
will flock to “the Lord’s house” (2:2), a time in which the people will “beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into
pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more” (2:4). At that time, a child will
be born of a virgin (7:14) and will triumph over suffering and rule
as “Prince of Peace” over God’s kingdom (9:6–7; 11:6–9). Isaiah
52:13–53:12 reveals in vivid detail both the Christ’s suffering and
his glory; the prophet “speaks not only of suffering, but of con-
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quering, and of conquering by suffering. Now suffering is human;
conquering is divine: but to conquer by suffering is theanthropic”
(Edersheim, Prophecy and History 105). The ultimate goal of the
messianic age is God’s determination to “create new heavens and
a new earth; and the former shall not be remembered or come to
mind” (65:17). Thus, he says,
But be glad and rejoice forever in what I create;
For behold, I create Jerusalem as a rejoicing,
And her people a joy.
I will rejoice in Jerusalem,
And joy in My people;					
The voice of weeping shall no longer be heard in her,
Nor the voice of crying. (vss. 18–19)

God “the Most High” is Ruler Over All

Daniel was taken captive in the first deportation to Babylon
(Dan. 1:1; cf. 2 Kings 24:1–4). He remained there throughout
the seventy years of exile (Dan. 9:2; cf. Jer. 26:11) and lived to
experience the events surrounding the fall of Babylon and the
domination of the Medo-Persian empire into the reign of Cyrus
(Dan. 10:1). Yet during all these perilous times he knew that
the Lord of history was at work. The book that bears his name
emphasizes the sovereignty of God by repeatedly referring to
him as “the Most High” (4:24, 25, 32, 34). God is the Lord of
history who exercises “everlasting dominion” (4:35), and his dominion will endure “to the end” (6:26). He rules in the kingdom
of men (5:21; 4:25, 32). In the interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of the great image, Daniel states that God “changes
the times and the seasons; he removes kings, and raises up kings”
(Dan. 2:21). Moreover, the Lord reveals through Daniel his secrets as to “what will be in the latter days” (vs. 28). Kingdom will
succeed kingdom: Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome.6
And in the days of the Romans, God will set up his own kingdom, “and it shall stand forever” (vs. 44).
At no time did the Lord forsake his people in Babylon, but
providentially cared for them as he worked out his will in history.
We are familiar with the deliverance of Shadrach, Meshach, and
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Abed-Nego (Dan. 3). And who cannot relate from memory the
account of Daniel’s survival in the lion’s den during the reign of
Darius the Mede? (ch. 6). These men of faith understood that the
nation was being punished because of its departure from God
(read Daniel’s prayer in ch. 9:3–19), but they did not waver in unbelief. They held on to the hope that someday the Messiah would
come “to make an end of sins, to make reconciliation for iniquity,
to bring in everlasting righteousness” (9:26).
God made known, however, that in the interim between the
exile in Babylon and the coming of the Prince of Peace, his people
would continue to be oppressed by foreign nations. He caused
Daniel to see some very time-specific events of the future that are
described in vivid detail. Following the return from captivity, the
people would be reestablished in their homeland (Dan. 9:25), but
they would eventually be caught in the upheavals of Hellenistic
politics and suffer abominable afflictions. Even the temple would
be desecrated by Antiochus Epiphanes from about 171 b.c. to 165
b.c. (8:1–27; cf. 11:21–12:3).
Over against the seventy years of captivity, God revealed a
lengthy period of time symbolically described as “seventy-sevens”
(see Dan. 9:24–27). In this prophetic vision, he declared that the
work of the Old Testament prophets would be brought to an end
and the Messiah would accomplish his redemptive work (9:24,
26a, 27a), a new covenant would prevail (vs. 27a), and the final
destruction of Jerusalem and its temple would be effected by the
Roman army (9:26a, 27b). Despite the horrific events of human
history predicted in God’s disclosures to Daniel, the people of
God are pictured as receiving their inheritance “at the end of the
days” (12:4–13).

Conclusion

Paul reminds us that “whatever things were written before were
written for our learning, that we through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope” (Rom. 15:4). Let us never
forget the Lord’s self-description: “I am the Lord, your Holy
One, the Creator of Israel, your King” (Isa. 43:15). Remember
that the church of Jesus Christ is God’s spiritual Israel (Gal. 6:16;
1 Pet. 2:9–10). If we understand who we really are, then we will
take heart in the promises God made to physical Israel, namely,
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the promises he fulfilled when he brought the Savior into the
world. We will rejoice in our new covenant Lord, whose “better
covenant” has been established on “better promises” (Heb. 8:6).
The church will seek to live in the realization that each member of
the body of Christ is “a new creation; old things have passed away;
behold, all things have become new” (2 Cor. 5:17).
Also, we need constantly to remind ourselves that God sent
his Son to redeem the world. When Jesus came, he bought us
with his blood: “You were not redeemed with corruptible things,
like silver or gold, from your aimless conduct received by tradition from your fathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, as
of a lamb without blemish and without spot (1 Pet. 1:18–19). He
became the ransom for our sins (1 Tim. 2:6). He has called us
through the gospel, “for the obtaining of the glory of our Lord
Jesus Christ” (2 Thess. 2:14). He has saved us “and called us with
a holy calling, not according to our works, but according to His
own purpose and grace which was given to us in Christ Jesus before time began” (2 Tim. 1:9). Truly, “God so loved the world that
He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him
should not perish but have everlasting life” (John 3:16).
Let us never lose faith in God, for he has assured us: “‘I will
never leave your nor forsake you.’ So we may boldly say: ‘The
Lord is my helper; I will not fear. What can man do to me?’”
(Heb. 13:5–6). Faith will allow us to go back to the future in
order to get the whole picture of the Lord’s providential care. In
other words, the future for which we hope is based on our faith
in God’s creative work. The Almighty who created and sustains
the world in which we live also sustains his people in times of
crisis, and will create “new things” for them. If we are caught in
the throes of some terrible political crisis, let us remember that
God is the Lord of history. No diabolical dictator, rogue nation,
or super-power anywhere in the world can separate us from the
love of God. “The Most High rules in the kingdom of men” and
“gives it to whomever He will, and sets over it the lowest of men”
(Dan. 4:17); “He removes kings and raises up kings” (2:21). If we
are stressed out over some dire economic crisis, let us remember
that the Lord who feeds the birds (Matt. 6:26) and clothes the
lilies (vs. 28) will also provide for our needs. And if we are faced
with a life or death situation, let us remember the words of Jesus:

16

Melvin Curry

Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But
rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in
hell. Are not two sparrows sold for a copper coin? And not one
of them falls to the ground apart from your Father’s will. But the
very hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not fear therefore;
you are of more value than many sparrows. (Matt. 10:28–31)

All of the Lord’s children are precious in his sight. We are privileged to enjoy the restoration of his moral image and to rejoice in
his fellowship (Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10). Our faith illuminates the
vision of the unseen, for like Moses, we endure “as seeing Him
who is invisible” (Heb. 11:27). We must not be shortsighted but
embrace God’s promises and be assured of them (vs. 13). “Faith
is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not
seen” (vs. 1).
If we do not do not allow ourselves to become discouraged, we
will be purified in the furnace of affliction (1 Pet. 1: 6–7). If we
truly “look for a city which has foundations, whose builder and
maker is God” (Heb. 11:10), we will someday enjoy “new heavens
and a new earth, wherein dwells righteousness (2 Pet. 3:14; Rev.
22:14–15). Only then will we fully understand God’s declaration:
“It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the
End” (Rev. 21:6).

Notes

1. The term “sovereign” suggests that God reigns above all, over all; he
is supreme in power, rank, and rule.
2. God is called Almighty no less than 50 times in the Old Testament.
3. Scripture quotations are taken from the NKJV, unless documented
otherwise.
4. A number of manuscripts omit “the beginning and the end.” Compare
the description of Jesus (Rev. 1:11; 22:13, which adds, “the First and
the Last”).
5. “The Holy One of Israel” is a term that provides a unifying feature
of the book of Isaiah (cf. 1:4; 5:19, 24; 10:20; 12:6; 17:7; 29:19; 30:11,
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12, 15; 31:1; 37:23; 41:14, 16, 20; 43:3, 14; 45:11; 47:4; 48:17; 49:7; 54:7;
58:5; 60:9, 14).
6. Compare the vision of the four beasts (Dan. 7:1–8).
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God is a Consuming Fire
Tommy Peeler
In Deuteronomy 4 Moses told Israel to remember what their eyes
saw the day they assembled at the foot of Mt. Horeb (vs. 9). They
were to remember that they saw the mountain burning with fire
and how God spoke to them from its midst (vss. 11–12).
However, the people were also to remember what they did not
see (vs. 15). They did not see any physical representation of God;
therefore the people were not to violate the second commandment
and make any image to represent him (vss. 16–18). “For the Lord
your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God” (vs. 24).
Hebrews 12:25–29 warns us that those who refused him who
spoke from heaven could not escape. If they were unable to escape,
how much less can we escape if we refuse him who speaks from
heaven. The reason escape is impossible for those who close their
ears to this God is that “our God is a consuming fire” (vs. 29).

God’s Presence Often Connected With Fire

God’s person and presence is connected with fire in Scripture.
Ezekiel 1 goes into detail in describing the living beings that surrounded God (vss. 4–14) and the wheels (vss. 15–21), but the climax of the vision is the throne and the one who sat upon it (vs. 26).
From his loins and up his appearance was “like glowing metal that
looked like fire all around and within it” (vs. 27 NASB; compare 1:4
and the description of the great cloud). From his loins downwards,
“I saw something like fire; and there was a radiance around Him”
(vs. 27). In Daniel’s vision of the four great beasts arising from the
sea in Daniel 7, he speaks of the Ancient of Days and says, “His
throne was ablaze with flames, its wheels [apparently the throne
19
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is viewed as a type of chariot] were a burning fire. A river of fire
was flowing and coming out before Him” (vss. 9–10). A continual
river of fire like lava flows from the presence of God. Revelation
4 pictures God on the throne and says, “Out of the throne come
flashes of lightning and sounds and peals of thunder. And there
were seven lamps of fire burning before the throne, which are the
seven Spirits of God” (vs. 5). These appearances of God provide a
background for seeing him as a consuming fire.
God is a consuming fire. When God descends on Mt. Sinai,
he descends in fire and smoke goes up like the smoke of a furnace
(Exod. 19:18) and the appearance of his glory is “like a consuming
fire on the mountaintop” (Exod. 24:17). Psalm 18 (and its parallel
in 2 Samuel 22) celebrates how God has given David victory over
his foes. There is the constant recognition on David’s part that the
Lord is behind his every success in battle. When the Lord descends, the whole earth is thrown into convulsions (Ps. 18:7; Judg.
5:4–5; Ps. 68:7–8; Mic. 1:4). Smoke ascends from his nostrils, and
fire from his mouth consumes everything (Pss. 18:8; 50:3). Hailstones and coals of fire come from his mouth (Ps. 18:12–13) and
he sends out his lightning as arrows to strike the adversary (Pss.
18: 14; 144:5–6). “But who can endure the day of His coming?
And who can stand when He appears? For He is like refiners’ fire
and like fullers’ soap” (Mal. 3:2).

Fire Connected With God’s Wrath Against Sin

What do we mean by the concept that God is a consuming fire?
In Deuteronomy 4:24 the truth that God is a consuming fire is
connected to the concept of his jealousy.
Since jealousy is often an unattractive human trait (Gen. 30:1;
37:25; Rom. 13:13; 1 Cor. 3:3; 2 Cor. 12:20; Gal. 5:20), we are reluctant to attribute it to God. However, when Scripture speaks of
God in human language (an anthropomorphism), it does not imply that human imperfections such as jealousy also apply to God
(Erlandsson 112–13). The limitations and imperfections of the
creation do not apply to the Creator (Packer 136). God’s jealousy
for Zion may lead him to act graciously on her behalf (Zech. 1:14;
8:2) and punish any who would harm her (Nah. 1:2), or to judge
his people severely when they turn from him. God’s jealousy is
frequently mentioned in the context of passages which condemn
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idolatry (Exod. 20:2–6; 34:12–17; Num. 25:11, 13; Deut. 6:14–15;
29:20; 32:16, 21; Josh. 24:19). God will tolerate no rivals for our
affection. He longs to be our God and he longs for us to be his
people. He will be satisfied with nothing less.
The language of burning and fire is frequently used in Scripture in reference to God’s anger. For example, when Israel worships the golden calf , the Lord says, “Now then let me alone, that
My anger may burn [Heb. hrx] against them.…” (Exod. 32:10;
similar language is used in vss. 11–12). When Moses comes down
from the mountain, his anger burns as well (vss. 19, 22) and Moses shatters the tablets of the covenant at the foot of the mountain.
Moses is not engaging in a sinful loss of control, but clearly in
context his actions represent the anger of the Lord at this outrageous sin. The shattering of the tablets represents the broken
covenant between God and Israel. This same language is used in
the book of Judges: “The anger of the Lord burned against Israel,
and He gave them into the hands of plunderers who plundered
them; and He sold them into the hands of their enemies around
them, so that they could no longer stand before their enemies”
(Judg. 2:14; also see 2:20; 3:8). The idea of God as a consuming
fire is the idea that his wrath burns against sin. “God is a righteous judge, and a God who has indignation every day” (Ps. 7:11).
Fire is constantly used in the Bible to picture God’s judgments
against the wicked. In the first two chapters of his book, Amos
denounces the nations around Israel for their sin and announces
their judgment. It is striking how fire is constantly employed to
speak of God’s judgments on the wicked (Amos 1:4, 7, 10, 12, 14;
2:2, 5). When Nadab and Abihu offered strange fire which he
had not commanded, the Lord sent fire from heaven to destroy
them (Lev. 10:1–2) On one occasion when Israel complained,
God sent fire and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp
(Num. 11:1–3). Fire consumed the two hundred and fifty men
who offered incense and associated themselves with the rebellion
of Korah (Num. 16:35). Elijah called down fire to devour the
groups of fifty men who came to arrest him (2 Kings 1:10, 12, 14).
The image of fire as a picture of judgment seems to be tied to the
military practice of burning conquered cities (Josh. 6:24; 1 Sam.
30:1, 3, 14; 2 Kings 24; Isa. 1:7; Jer. 38:17; Block 193). “Upon the
wicked He will rain snares; fire and brimstone and burning wind
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will be the portion of their cup” (Ps. 11:6). “Fire goes before Him
and burns up His adversaries round about” (Ps. 97:3). “Behold,
the name of the Lord comes from a remote place; burning is His
anger and dense is His smoke; His lips are filled with indignation
and His tongue is like a consuming fire” (Isa. 30:27). “For behold,
the Lord will come in fire and His chariots like the whirlwind, to
render His anger with fury and His rebuke with flames of fire. For
the Lord will execute judgment by fire and by His sword on all
flesh, and those slain by the Lord will be many” (Isa. 66:15–16).
Fire is often used as a picture of God’s judgment on the people of Jerusalem in 587 b.c. God uses the word “fire” four times
in Ezekiel 5:1–4 when Ezekiel is told to cut off his hair and his
beard, weigh it out, and separate it into thirds. Fire is not always
used literally, since the third burned in the midst of the city (vs.
2) are said to die by plague and famine in verse 12. Ezekiel 10:2
speaks of the man clothed in linen scattering coals of fire over
the city. God states that the people of Jerusalem will be fuel for
the fire (Ezek. 15: 6–7). Jeremiah, who preaches to the people in
the land at the same time Ezekiel speaks to the captives, warns
of God’s judgment with the same kind of imagery: “Circumcise
yourselves to the Lord, and remove the foreskins of your heart,
men of Judah and inhabitants of Jerusalem, or else My wrath will
go forth like fire and burn with none to quench it, because of the
evil of the your deeds” (Jer. 4:4; cf. 7:20; 15:14; 21:12; Lam. 1:13;
2:3; 4:11; Ezek. 22:20–22, 31). The preaching of Jeremiah and
Ezekiel is summed up well by Greenburg: “Emphatic emphasis is
thus given to the unfathomable guilt of the people and the relentless fury it has evoked in God” (128). Nebuchadnezzar “burned
the house of the Lord, the king’s house, and all the houses of
Jerusalem; even every great house he burned with fire” (2 Kings
25:9; cf. 2 Chron. 36:19; Jer. 52:13). This destruction was a fulfillment of the preaching of Jeremiah and Ezekiel and it serves as an
illustration of how God is a consuming fire.

Many Uncomfortable With God’s Wrath

The Scriptures are filled with the picture of a God who is a God of
wrath. There are more than twenty Hebrew words which express
this concept of the wrath of Yahweh and there are over 580 occurrences of this theme (Morris 131). “A study of the concordance
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will show that there are more references in Scripture to the anger,
fury, and wrath of God, than there are to His love and tenderness” (Pink 82). While many may be embarrassed by this concept
or think of it as beneath the God of the Bible, the biblical writers
never shy away from this theme.
However, many find the Bible’s teaching on the God of wrath
an inconvenient truth. In the second century, Marcion sought to
distinguish between the vengeful God of the Old Testament and
the loving God of the New Testament. He believed only the God
of the New Testament was worthy of the being described as God
(Stander 568–69). Marcion missed the truth in every conceivable way. The God of the Old Testament is a God of love (Exod.
34:6–7; Num. 14:18; Pss. 86:5; 103:8; 145:8; Neh. 9:17, 31; Joel
2:13; Jon. 4:2) as well as a God of wrath. The God of the New
Testament is a God of wrath (John 3:36; Rom. 1:18; 2:5; 3:5;
Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6; Rev. 6:16–17; 14:10; 15:1) as well as a God of
love. God is the key character of Scripture and his nature is the
same in the Old Testament and the New (Mal. 3:6; Jas. 1:17).
Therefore, the Old Testament has no greater value than when it
teaches us about God.
Others seek to deny the personal wrath of a holy God and
make the subject of God’s wrath an impersonal cause-and-effect
principle related to how the universe works (Dodd 21). “For Paul
the impersonal character of the wrath was important; it relieved
him of the necessity of attributing wrath directly to God, it transformed the wrath from an attribute of God into the name for a
process which sinners bring upon themselves” (Hanson 69). There
is a cause-and-effect principle regarding sin, but this principle
exists because a holy God pours out his wrath upon those who
commit sin (Morris 134). Three times in Romans 1 Paul mentions God giving people up, or over, to sin. Yet in each of these
references, the text pictures God as active in the process. “God
gave them over” to their various sins (vss. 24, 26, 28). Whatever it
means for God to give someone up, God is active in the process.
This passage cannot be used to justify a mechanical, cause-andeffect concept of the universe that seeks to remove God’s hand
from the process.
My guess is that most who do not appreciate this subject fall
into neither of the previous categories. Unfortunately, many do
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not seriously consider the biblical data when constructing their
idea of God. They create the god they want and desire—an indulgent grandfather-figure who smiles and laughs at our offenses
and who has no intention of punishing them. Popular theology
has little room for God as a consuming fire. To such people Jonathan Edwards’ sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God,”
would only be a relic of an unenlightened, past generation. We all
rejoice in God’s love and mercy, for without it there would be no
hope (Ps. 130:3–4). However, without God’s wrath there would
be no justice either (Rom. 3:5–6).

God’s Wrath a Revelation of His Holiness

The gods of the Ancient Near East were sometimes portrayed as
irritable and malicious. For example, in the Gilgamesh Epic, Enlil is said to be “unreasoning” in bringing the flood (Pritchard 95).
In Atrahasis the gods send the flood because man is too loud and
making too much noise (Pritchard 104). “Indeed, in a recurrent
ANE mythological type-scene, the angry god…must be calmed
down by other deities who fear that his anger is getting out of
control” (Herion 991; Herion provides several other examples
from Egyptian, Hittite, and Canaanite mythology of the capricious nature of Ancient Near Eastern gods).
In contrast to this, in Scripture the wrath of God is viewed as
a result of his holiness (Isa. 6:1–5; Rev. 4:8). God is so holy that
he cannot be tempted by sin (Jas. 1:13) or look upon it with favor (Hab. 1:13). When God’s absolute moral purity collides with
man’s rebellion and wickedness, the inevitable result is God’s
wrath. “God is not thought of as capriciously angry (like the deities of the heathen), but because He is a moral Being, His anger
is directed towards wrongdoing in any shape and form” (Morris
131). There are at least ten passages in the Old Testament that
speak of God as slow to anger (Exod. 34:6; Num. 14:18; Neh.
9:17; Pss. 86:15; 103:8; 145:8; Jer. 15:15; Joel 2:13; Jon. 4:2; Nah.
1:3). The point is that God tempers his just wrath with mercy.
Several passages speak of God as removing his own wrath (Pss.
78:38; 85:3; Isa. 48:9). Hosea announced the judgment that was to
fall on Israel in 722 b.c. Yet in one remarkable passage, God says,
“How can I give you up, O Ephraim, how can I surrender you, O
Israel? How can I make you like Admah? How can I treat you
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like Zeboiim? My heart is turned within Me, all My compassions
are kindled. I will not execute My fierce anger; I will not destroy
Ephraim again; for I am God and not man, the Holy One in your
midst, I will not come in wrath” (Hos. 11:8–9). While God is a
God of wrath, he is also a God of mercy beyond measure.
I make reference to these principles and passages to say that
God does not just fly off the handle for no reason, but he is constantly pictured as hating sin because sin is contrary to everything God is and does (1 John 3:5, 8). Sin is totally contrary to
his nature. “There are six things which the Lord hates, yes, seven
which are an abomination to Him” (Prov. 6:16–19). While this
list is unique in some ways, the idea of God hating sin is found
repeatedly in Scripture (Cottrell 252–55; Morris 131–32; both
provide extensive lists of some of the specific sins that God is
said to hate). Morris is correct when he adds that “the sin above
all sins which is said in the Old Testament to arouse God’s wrath
is the sin of idolatry” (132; see Exod. 32:10–12; Num. 25:3; Deut.
6:14–15; Josh. 24:14–28; Isa. 66:15–17; Jer. 44:3–4).

Historical Manifestations of the Wrath of God

Scripture is filled with examples of God’s wrath demonstrated in
time and space. Genesis 6–7 tells the story of God’s catastrophic
judgment on the world in Noah’s day via the flood. It is hard to
imagine the horror of the men and women who sought for higher ground but were eventually drowned in the ever-rising flood.
Genesis 19 tells us of God raining fire and brimstone on Sodom
and Gomorrah (vs. 24) and how the smoke of the city went up
like the smoke of a furnace (vs. 28). The plagues against Egypt
demonstrate the devastating fury that God unleashed against
those who defiantly asked, “Who is the Lord?” (Exod. 7–12). As
Israel was preparing to enter Canaan, God instructed them to “utterly destroy” and “not leave alive anything that breathes” (Deut.
20:16–18). Joshua 10 shows that Israel carried out this instruction
in southern Canaan and they utterly destroyed their enemies (vss.
30, 32, 33, 35, 37, 39, 40). While passages like these in Joshua (or
in 1 Samuel 15:2–3) are not God’s general command for all his
people of all time, they do illustrate his wrath against sin.
Time and space do not allow us to mention every judgment
in the Bible. Since our lecture theme focuses on the Babylonian
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captivity, we particularly want to emphasize this event as a manifestation of God as a consuming fire. Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28 warn of the blessings and the curses of the covenant.
Covenants in the Ancient Near East often ended with a series
of curses which were to fall on those who were unfaithful to the
covenant. (Examples are the treaty between Ashurnirari V of Assyria and Mati’ilu of Arpad and the vassal-treaties of Esarhaddon [Pritchard 532–41].) Sometimes these covenant curses bear
a striking resemblance to those in Leviticus and Deuteronomy.
For example, the treaties warn that if they are disloyal to their
covenant that the famine will become so intense that they will eat
the flesh of the children (Pritchard 538–40). The Code of Hammurabi contains both blessings on the one who heeds the words
of the covenant and curses on the one who does not heed them
(Pritchard 178–80). As in the biblical covenant, the list of curses
is much lengthier than the list of blessings.
The blessings of the covenant are enumerated in Leviticus
26:3–13 and Deuteronomy 28:1–14. Among these blessings of the
covenant, God promises to provide rain (Lev. 26:4; Deut. 28:12);
abundant crops (Lev. 26:5; Deut. 28:8); victory in battle (Lev.
26:7–8; Deut. 28:7); security and peace, including the elimination
of fierce beasts (Lev. 26:5–6); multiplying livestock and offspring
(Deut. 28:4, 11); and greatest of all, his presence (Lev. 26:12).
When the prophets of the Old Testament spoke of a bright future
for God’s people, they invoked the blessings of the covenant (e.g.,
Ezek. 34:23–31).
The curses of the covenant were often the reversal of the blessings. For examples, In Deuteronomy 28, compare the blessing of
verse 3 with the curse of verse 16; and the blessing of verse 4 with
the curse of verse 18. In Leviticus 26:4 the blessing of rain will
result in the land yielding “its produce and the trees of the field
will bear their fruit.” If the people are unfaithful, the drought
will be so devastating that “I will make your sky like iron and
your earth like bronze then the land will not yield its produce
or the trees yield their fruit (cf. vss. 19–20). The curses deprive
Israel of all that is good and necessary for life. They include wild
beasts, sword, pestilence, a famine so severe that Israel would
eat their children, destruction of their cities, making their land
desolate, and scattering them among the nations (Lev. 26:22–33;
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Deut. 28:36, 52–57, 64). When the prophets of the Old Testament warned of judgment, they spoke in terms of the curses of
the covenant. Jeremiah speaks of sword, pestilence, and famine
together fifteen times in his book (Huey 153; cf. Lev. 26:25–26).
God keeps his word, whether it is a promise of blessing or a warning of judgment (Jer. 32:42; Zech. 8:14–15).
However, even in the judgments of God we get a glimpse of
his mercy. Leviticus 26 repeatedly uses the phrase, “then I will
punish you seven times more for your sins” (vss. 18, 21, 24, 27,
28). God pours out his wrath upon men not just because they
deserve it, but also as a way of bringing man to his senses and
to turn them to him. If the curses God sends do not accomplish
this result, then God will turn up the heat on Israel and intensify
the severity of the punishment. Amos 4 describes this process
in the last days of Israel, the northern kingdom. God sends one
covenant curse after another: “Yet you have not returned to Me”
(vss. 6, 8, 9, 10, 11). The hard-heartedness of the people prevented
the covenant curses from accomplishing their goal. However, the
Lord sent the punishment to bring the people back to him.
Throughout their history God sent the covenant curses on
the people. In 587 b.c. he invoked the ultimate curse of the covenant—captivity to a foreign enemy. “The destruction of Jerusalem and the subsequent exile mark the great watershed of Israel’s
history” (Bright 343). After Zedekiah, there would never be a
king from the line of David to rule over Israel. The temple, the
dwelling place of God, was burned. The city itself, the city that
God chose (Ps. 78:68–69; 1 Kings 11:13, 32, 36), was destroyed.
This event was not an accident of history, but was the deliberate
outpouring of the wrath of an angry God. “However, the Lord
did not turn from the fierceness of His great wrath with which
His anger burned against Judah, because of all the provocations
with which Manasseh had provoked Him. The Lord said, ‘I will
remove Judah also from My sight, as I have removed Israel. And I
will cast off Jerusalem, the city which I have chosen, and the temple of which I said, ‘My name shall be there’” (2 Kings 23:26–27).
What was life like in Jerusalem around 587 b.c.? Ezekiel 4:9–17
pictures the prophet living out the famine experience of Israel. His
daily rations are limited to about eight ounces of food and a pint of
water (vss. 10–11). While some writers believe that Ezekiel goes
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home and eats a normal meal at evening away from the eyes of the
crowd, others argue that Ezekiel eats no more than what is mentioned here. As Ezekiel grows thinner and weaker, the people are
given a vivid illustration of the suffering which is about to engulf
Jerusalem (Wright 81). The famine becomes so severe that people
eat their children in order to survive (Ezek. 5:10; Jer. 19:9).
Ezekiel 5 warns that a third of the people will die by sword
and famine, a third will fall by the sword, and another third will
be scattered to the winds: “I will unsheathe a sword behind them”
(vs. 12). The language of the wrath of God in this chapter is strong.
“Thus My anger will be spent and I will satisfy My wrath on them,
and I shall be appeased; then they will know that I, the Lord,
have spoken in My zeal when I have spent My wrath upon them”
(vs. 13). The Lord says, “I will execute judgments against you in
anger, wrath and raging rebukes” (vs. 15). God is even pictured as
shooting his arrows of famine at Israel (vs. 16). The curses of the
covenant are falling upon Judah in full force (Allen 92–96).
Ezekiel 7 emphasizes that God will pour out his anger and
wrath on Jerusalem. “Now the end is upon you, and I will send
My anger against you.… (vs. 3). “The ‘end’ was to be no impersonal disaster but the outworking of Yahweh’s vehement reaction
to an immoral lifestyle” (Allen 107). “Now I will shortly pour out
My wrath on you and spend My anger against you… My eye will
show no pity nor will I spare. I will repay you according to your
ways, while your abominations are in your midst; then you will
know that I, the Lord, will do the smiting” (vss. 8–9). Several
things worthy of study appear in these verses. First, the phrase,
“My eye will show no pity nor will I spare,” appears several times
in this section of Ezekiel (5:11; 7:4; 8:18; 9:5, 10). The expression
is used in Deuteronomy 13:8 to instruct Israel that if even if sin is
found in those closest to them, they are to make no exceptions to
judgment for them. Second, the recognition formula, “then you
will know that I am the Lord,” appears constantly in Ezekiel and
frequently in this section (5:13; 6:7, 10, 13, 14; 7:9). The Lord is
revealing his nature through the judgments that he brings. He
shows himself to be a consuming fire by his destruction of Jerusalem. Third, notice how the Lord described himself as one “who
smites.” The names of Yahweh usually reveal his beneficial acts
on the part of his people. The Lord’s names describe him as pro-
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vider (Gen. 22:14), healer (Exod. 15:26), my banner (Exod. 17:15),
peace (Judg. 6:24), and our righteousness (Jer. 23:6), among other
titles. This name in Ezekiel 7:9 stresses God’s anger against sin.
Ezekiel 7:12, 14 describe the Lord’s wrath being against “all their
multitude.” Verse 19 says, “their silver and gold shall not be able
to deliver them in the day of the wrath of the Lord” (Zeph. 1:18).
These few passages from Ezekiel demonstrate how closely this
prophet connects God’s wrath with the destruction of 587 b.c.
Zedekiah, the last king of Judah, was captured by the Babylonians and taken to stand trial before Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings
25:6–7). Zedekiah feared this encounter because he had broken
his covenant with Nebuchadnezzar (Ezek. 17). The last thing
that Zedekiah ever saw was his sons slaughtered as he helplessly
looked on and then his eyes were put out (2 Kings 25:6–7). Psalm
89 ponders the decline and disappearance of the Davidic dynasty
and asks “How long, O Lord, will you hide yourself forever?
Will your wrath burn like fire? (vs. 46).
There is no book which captures the devastation of the fall
of Jerusalem, its temple, and the captivity the way the book of
Lamentations does. Lamentations “is a poem in the literary tradition of the Mesopotamian city laments, like the lamentations
over the destruction of Sumer and Ur” (Provan 280). The author
has witnessed the raping of women (5:11) and people of the all
ages being killed with the sword (1:20; 2:21). As terrible as it
was to see people killed by the sword, it was better than seeing
them starve to death (4:9). “When the little ones and infants faint
in the streets of the city, they say to their mothers, ‘Where is
grain and wine?’ As they faint like a wounded man in the streets
of the city, as their life is poured out on their mothers’ bosom”
(2:11b–12). The little ones are lifeless with hunger in the streets
(2:19). Mothers withhold the nursing breast from their children
(4:3–4). 2 Kings 25:3 informs that after a year-and-a-half siege
there is no food left in the city. Lamentations says the situation
has become so horrible that mothers eat their children in order to
survive (2:20; 4:10). The prayers of the people do not seem to rise
to God’s throne (3:8, 44) and he does not answer by revelation to
a prophet (2:9). All communication between God and the people
is lost. Nations defying God have entered his house, destroyed
his temple (1:10; 2:6–7, 20), and then mocked the suffering they
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brought about (1:21; 2:15–16; 3:14, 46). This has happened because of the sin of the people (1:5, 8, 14, 18, 22; 2:14; 3:39, 42;
4:6, 13, 22; 5:7, 16). The Lord has caused Jerusalem’s grief (1:5 13,
17; 2:5, 17; 4:11) and he has poured out his anger and his wrath
on the city (1:12; 2:1–4, 6, 21–22; 3:43, 66; 4:11). “Is it nothing to
all you who pass this way? Look and see if there is any pain like
my pain which He has severely dealt out to me, which the Lord
inflicted on the day of his fierce anger. From on high he sent
fire into my bones” (1:12–13a). “The Lord has accomplished His
wrath, He has poured out His fierce anger; and He has kindled
a fire in Zion which has consumed its foundations” (4:11). The
author continually weeps as he beholds the consequences of the
wrath of God for his people (1:2, 16; 2:11, 18; 3:48–49).

Images of God’s Wrath in Scripture

Lamentations 1:15 uses the imagery of the winepress of God’s
wrath in application to the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 b.c.
Isaiah 63:1–6 is the fullest development of this image in the Old
Testament. In a winepress grapes were thrown into a vat and
trampled and stamped in order to produce wine. God is pictured
as putting his enemies (Edom in this text) in a vat and trampling
them to death, and his garments are pictured as being stained
with the blood of his foes. This horrifying judgment is a result of
God’s anger and wrath (vss. 3, 5, 6). “God is not the cool judge
impartially handing down verdicts on persons in whom he has
no personal interest. God is a Father whose children have been
abused and mutilated” (Oswalt 597). The picture of Revelation
14:17–20 is particularly gruesome as the blood flows from the
winepress up to the horses’ bridle for two hundred miles (see also
Joel 3:13; Rev. 19:15).
Another image of judgment that is repeatedly used in the Old
Testament is the cup of God’s anger. Psalm 75:8 states, “For a cup
is in the hand of the Lord, and the wine foams; It is well mixed,
and He pours out of this; surely all of the wicked of the earth
must drain and drink down its dregs.” This cup brings drunkenness, sorrow, horror, and desolations (Ezek. 23:32–34). Those
who drink it stagger and go mad (Jer. 25:16). God pours all of
his wrath and anger into a cup, forcing the wicked to drink it
down (Ps. 11:6; Isa. 51:17, 22; Jer. 25:15–28; 49:12; 51:7; Lam.
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4:21;Ezek. 23:32–34; Hab. 2:15–16; Zech. 12:2). Revelation also
utilizes this language of the wrath of God (14:10; 16:19; 18:6). Judah drank the cup of God’s wrath when Jerusalem was destroyed.
Other concepts like the sword and the day of Lord could also be
included as part of this Old Testament imagery of the wrath of God.

God’s Wrath Revealed in Eternity

Fire is used as a picture of God’s judgment in eternity. “But I say
to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty
before the court and whoever says to his brother, ‘You good for
nothing,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever
says, ‘You food,’ shall be guilty enough to go into fiery hell” (Matt.
5:22; Jesus uses the term gehenna, a Greek transliteration of two
Hebrew words, translated “hell” eleven of the twelve times it is
found in the Greek New Testament).“If your hand or your foot
causes you to stumble, cut it off and throw it from you; it is better
for you to enter life crippled or lame, than to have two hands or
two feet and be cast into the eternal fire. If your eye causes you
to stumble, pluck it out and throw it from you. It is better for you
to enter life with one eye, than to have two eyes and be cast into
the fiery hell” (Matt. 18:8–9). In Mark 9 hell is described as an
“unquenchable fire” (vs. 43) and a place where “the worm does not
die and the fire is not quenched” (vs. 48). Fire is connected with
God’s eschatological judgment in the parables (Matt. 13:42, 50;
22:7, 13). If the manifestations of God’s wrath throughout time
are truly terrifying, how much more will the manifestations of
his wrath in eternity be! They are so terrible that it is better to be
thrown into the sea with no hope of escape than to face the wrath
of God. This is the same type of point made in the context of
Hebrews 10:26–31. If the penalty for one who forsook Moses was
death at the hands of two or three witnesses, how much greater
will the punishment be for who “trampled under foot the Son of
God, and has regarded as unclean the blood of the covenant and
has insulted the Spirit of grace… It is a terrifying thing to fall into
the hands of the living God.”

The Wrath of God an Encouraging Subject

To this point, I have intentionally omitted one passage which
speaks of God as a consuming fire. Deuteronomy 9:3 says, “Know

32

Tommy Peeler

therefore today that is the Lord your God who is crossing over
before you as a consuming fire. He will destroy them and He
will subdue them before you, so that you may drive them out
and destroy them quickly, just as the Lord has spoken.” Israel is
going to fight nations that are stronger and mightier than they
(Deut. 7:1; 9:1) including the Anakim before whom no one could
stand (Deut. 1:28; 9:2). How can Israel win victory over these
seemingly invincible foes? They can be victorious because their
God is a consuming fire. While the fact that God is a consuming
fire is a strong warning against idolatry and sin, this same truth
about the nature of God is an encouragement that he can give us
victory over any foe.
The book of Nahum is a good illustration of this point that the
wrath of God is an encouraging subject. Nahum’s name means
“comfort.” A participle form of his name is used in Nahum 3:7:
“Where will I seek comforters for you?” This is the word used
in Isaiah 40:1 (as an imperative): “Comfort, comfort, my people,
says your God” (Brown, Driver, Briggs 636–37; Wilson 570–71).
At first glance, the meaning of his name may seem odd because
it does not seem to match his message. His theme is the destruction of Nineveh. Nahum graphically pictures the vain efforts
of the defenders of Nineveh (2:3–10; 3:2–3). In spite of all the
clamor—the horses, chariots, and weapons—at the end of their
defense of the city there is nothing but a pile of dead bodies to
show for it (3:3). He states that the city of No-Amon or Thebes
had their children dashed into piece at the heads of the streets
(3:10), and the implication is that the same thing is going to happen to Nineveh. This is not good news—or is it? “Behold on the
mountains the feet of him who brings good news, who announces
peace!” (1:15). “All who hear about you will clap their hands over
you” (3:19). Nineveh is a city that has defied God (1:9–11) and
shed much innocent blood (3:1). This harlot has seduced families and whole nations (3:4) and has made them suffer (3:19). The
news of her fall will bring celebration to all who hear it. Is this
beneath the dignity of God’s people to respond this way? “A sentimental blindness to the realities of history might stumble over
this academic question” (Robertson 82).
Here are some things in which Ashurnasirapal, king of Assyria (884–59 b.c.) glories:
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I built a pillar over against his city gate and I flayed all the chiefs
who had revolted, and I covered the pillar with their skin. Some
I walled up within the pillar, some I impaled upon he pillar on
stakes, and others I bound to stakes round about the pillar… And
I cut the limbs of the officers, of the royal officers who had rebelled… Many captives from among them I burned with fire, and
many I took as living captives. From some I cut off their noses,
the ears and their fingers, of many I put out their eyes. I made one
pillar of the living and another of the heads, and I bound their
heads to tree trunks around the city. Their young men and maidens I burned in the fire. Twenty men I captured alive and I immured them in the wall of his palace… The rest of their warriors
I consumed with thirst in the desert of the Euphrates. (Raux 240)

Is it unchristian to rejoice when God judges such ruthless brutality? I do not think so (Rev. 18:20). The word “hallelujah” is
used only four times in the New Testament, each time in Revelation 19:1–6. God is praised because he has “judged the great
harlot who was corrupting the earth with her immorality, and he
has avenged the blood of His bond servants on her.” Praise God
that he is a God of wrath!
Asaph, the author of Psalm 73, almost lost his faith as he
contemplated the prosperity of the wicked (vs. 2). The evil speak
wickedly of God (vs. 9), and pride and violence are the very clothing they wear (vs. 6). Their lives are exempt from the pain that
others suffer (vs. 4) and they are confident that God will never
call them to account (vs. 11). The writer is overwhelmed with the
unfairness of this because he seeks to serve God diligently and is
constantly chastened (vss. 13–14). It is comforting when he realizes that the wicked are not as secure as they seem (vss. 18–20).
He is comforted by pondering the wrath of God.
Psalm 94 rejoices in the vengeance of God. “O Lord, God of
vengeance, God of vengeance, shine forth! (vs. 1). There are special laws in the Old Testament to protect the orphan, the widow,
and the stranger since these groups were often subject to exploitation and violence (Exod. 22:21–27; Deut. 24:17–22). However,
the wicked men described in this psalm do not hesitate to slay
and murder these innocent victims (vs. 6). They crush and afflict
God’s people (vs. 5), while they are confident all the time that
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God does not see and will not call them to account (vs. 7). These
wicked men band together to destroy innocent and righteous
people (vs. 21). It is a cause of rejoicing that our God is a God of
vengeance and that he will bring back the evil and wickedness of
such men upon their own head (vs. 23).
The Christians at Thessalonica were persecuted for their faith
(1 Thess. 1:6; 2:14–16; 2 Thess. 1:3–5). They are assured that God
will inflict lex talionis upon their persecutors. “It is only just for
God to repay with affliction those who afflict you” (2 Thess. 1:6).
The fact that the Lord will come in flaming fire dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and obey the gospel, and
that he will be glorified among all those who believe, is used to
encourage these suffering saints (2 Thess. 1:7–10).
There are a few passages where fire is a picture of God’s protection. God led Israel through the wilderness by a pillar of
cloud and fire (Exod. 13:21; 14:19–20, 24). The king of Aram
sent horses and chariots and a great army to arrest Elisha (2
Kings 6:14). When Elisha’s servant saw it, he was terrified (vs.
15), but Elisha prayed that his eyes be opened (vs. 16), to see
horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha (vs. 17). As Jerusalem is being measured for a wall in Zechariah 2, the process is
stopped because Jerusalem is going to be a city without walls (vs.
4). Instead, the Lord says, I will be a wall of fire around her” (vs.
5). The fact that God is a consuming fire is used to encourage
those who give their lives to him.

Practical Applications of the Wrath of God

The fact that God hates sin calls us, as his children, to imitate
that hatred. We remember Psalm 119 mostly for its expressions
of love for God’s law. But the author’s love for God and for his
law also manifests itself in a hatred of evil. “Burning indignation
has seized me because of the wicked, who forsake your Law” (vs.
53; cf. vss. 104, 128, 158, 163). Paul describes the Christian’s attitude to evil: “Abhor what is evil; cling to what is good” (Rom.
12:9; cf. vss. 17, 21). Jesus compliments the church at Ephesus
because “you hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate”
(Rev. 2:6). Psalm 36:4 finds it outrageous that the ungodly man
“does not despise evil” and Psalm 52:3 scoffs at the one who loves
“evil more than good.”
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Since God’s wrath is real, this should serve as a deterrent to
God’s children taking wrath into their own hands. “Vengeance
is Mine, and retribution” (Deut. 32:35). “Do not say, ‘I will repay evil’; Wait for the Lord, and He will save you” (Prov.20:22).
Therefore, Christians do not seek to avenge themselves, but trust
in God to right the wrongs which they have received (Gen. 50:19–
21; Prov. 25:21–22; Rom. 12:19–21). While the statement of the
lex talionis principle (Exod. 21:22–25; Lev.24:19–20; Deut. 19:21)
was used to justify personal revenge (Matt. 5:38–42), this was not
the purpose of the law. “Solace is taken in the idea that God will
work out revenge and take care of the victim” (Longman 383).
The reality of the wrath of God helps us to appreciate even
more the depth of his love. If a man wants to get lost in the love of
God then he must first come face to face with the wrath of God.
The enormity of God’s wrath highlights the infinity of his love.
God is a jealous God and will not leave the guilty unpunished.
He visits the iniquities of the fathers on the third and fourth generation of those who hate him, but he shows loving kindness to
thousands (Exod. 20:5–6).
An understanding of the wrath of God adds urgency to our
evangelistic efforts. Paul states that all will stand before the judgment seat of Christ and give an account of all we have done in
our bodies. He builds upon this truth and applies it to evangelism: “Therefore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade men”
(2 Cor. 5:10–11). We would do whatever we could to rescue our
neighbor from a burning house. Are we less concerned to deliver
him from a burning hell?

Jesus Who Saves Us From Wrath

The wrath of God motivates us to seek his forgiveness and mercy. Since the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all
unrighteousness (Rom. 1:18) and we are all guilty of sin (Rom.
3:23), then “who can endure the burning of His anger?” (Nah.
1:6; Ps. 76:7). The answer is, only those who find forgiveness in
Jesus will be able to stand before his wrath. Psalm 85:2–3 speaks
of God forgiving the iniquity and covering the sin of his people.
These phrases seem to be used interchangeably with God withdrawing his fury and turning away his burning anger. Revelation
6:16–17 speaks of the wrath of the one on the throne and the

36

Tommy Peeler

Lamb, stating “the great day of their wrath has come, and who
is able to stand?” Significantly, three times in Revelation 7 we
read of someone standing. In verses 1 and 11 it is the angels who
are standing. In verse 9 a great multitude that no one can count
are standing before the throne. How are they able to stand? They
are able to stand because they have washed their robes and made
them white in the blood of the Lamb (vs. 14). It is only by being
washed in the blood of the Lamb that we can be hidden from the
wrath of the Lamb.
It is interesting that in prayer Jesus requests that “this cup pass
from Me” (Matt. 26:39). This language recalls the Old Testament
imagery of the cup of God’s wrath (Brown 168–72). Who drinks
the cup of God’s wrath in the Old Testament? All the wicked of
the earth drink it. In Job 21 Job wrestled with the problem of the
prosperity of the wicked. He asks “Why do the wicked still live,
continue on, also become very powerful?” (vs. 7). Job states that
the life of the ungodly is often an idyllic life of peace and prosperity while they are completely defiant of God (vss. 7–16). How do
his friends explain this? Job presents his friends’ argument that
God may not punish a man in his lifetime but that he may store
up the punishment for his sons (vs. 19). Job states that this is not
fair. It is not right that God punishes a man’s sons for his own sin.
“Let his own eyes see his decay, and let him drink the wrath of the
Almighty” (vs. 20). Job is right. It is not fair that a man’s sons or
anyone else should drink the wrath of the Almighty for him. Neither is it fair that Jesus should drink the wrath of the Almighty
for us. That is not fair, but that is grace. The cross is the ultimate
historic manifestation of the wrath of God. Yet, at the same time,
it is the ultimate historic manifestation of the love of God (John
3:16; Rom. 5:6–8; 1 John 3:16; 4:9–10; see Carson 390).
The study of the wrath of God leads us to praise God for
Christ who saves us from wrath. The wrath of God is frequently
touched upon in the book of Romans. God’s wrath against sin is
a present reality (1:18). God’s present wrath against sin foreshadows a day of future wrath (2:5). Romans 13:3–4 says the official of
the government who enforces capital punishment is “an avenger
who brings wrath on the one who practices evil.” When capital
punishment is properly carried out, it is a demonstration of God’s
present wrath against sin and a foreshadowing of the wrath of
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God that will come on judgment day. But more importantly, how
will we be saved from this wrath? “Much more having now been
justified by His blood, we shall be saved from the wrath of God
through Him” (Rom. 5:9). We “wait for His Son from heaven,
whom he raised from the dead, that is Jesus who rescues us from
the wrath to come” (1 Thess. 1:10). Praise God for Jesus!!
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The God of Hope: Can These Bones Live?
Ray Madrigal
“There is hope for your future, declares the Lord.” (Jer. 31:17)

Ezekiel’s vivid vision of a valley full of dry bones—and their
systematic revival—is his most powerful prophecy of hope. The
graphic physiological description of an army of recomposing
corpses quickly attains and retains our attention on what God can
do in the wake of utter devastation. It points toward the God of all
comfort, mercy, and grace. Perhaps more than any of his prophetic
peers, Ezekiel understood well the feelings of hopelessness and despair that were characteristic of life in exile. He lived among the
captives alongside the Chebar canal, an insignificant tributary of
the mighty Euphrates. While Daniel served in the palace among
kings and nobility, Ezekiel was called to prophesy in more modest circumstances. Meanwhile, back home in the environs of Jerusalem, Jeremiah attempted to convince his contemporaries of the
causes, severity, and duration of the Babylonian captivity. In unison, however, all of the prophetic voices proclaimed that Yahweh
would someday restore the fortunes of his afflicted people, bring
them back to their own homeland, and bless bountifully a remnant
of survivors. But this message of hope was not limited merely to
the immediate social, economic, and political realities of exilic and
post-exilic times. Additionally, the message contained a key focus
that looked beyond the short-term and into a future era when there
would be a new covenant, a new king who would reign forever, and
a new people who would proudly be called by a new name.
In this lecture, I will explore in detail this concept of hope in the
prophetic corpus, citing Ezekiel’s vision as a pivotal point of depar41
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ture. We will proceed with a description of three methods of analysis, which help us to establish a general understanding of biblical
prophecy. Next, we trace the theme of hope in selected texts from
the prophets, noting that these oracles focus primarily on a literal
restoration of a remnant of God’s people back to their geographical homeland in the Levant. This promised return to Canaan included renewed blessings of bountiful crops, productive vineyards,
and a Davidic king. Finally, I will argue that these oracles of hope
can and must be interpreted in spiritual terms, rather than merely
political. They therefore achieved their ultimate fulfillment in the
coming of the Messiah and in the inauguration of the Christian
dispensation. I conclude with some suggestions as to how these
messages of hope remain relevant for the people of God today.
The hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me out in the
Spirit of the Lord and set me down in the middle of the valley; it
was full of bones. And he led me around among them, and I observed that they were countless on the surface of the valley. I also
noted that they were very dry. And he said to me, Son of man,
can these bones live? And I responded: O Lord God, you know.
Then he said to me, Prophesy over these bones, and say to them,
O dry bones, hear the word of the Lord. Thus says the Lord God
to these bones: Behold, I will cause breath to enter you, and you
shall live. And I will place tendons and ligaments upon you, and
will cause flesh to come upon you, and cover you with skin, and
put breath in you, and you shall live, and you shall know that I
am the Lord. (Ezek. 37:1–6 Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia)

A grievous wound can be fatal. Such was the case when the people
of Judah persisted in their rebellion against Yahweh, and he punished them severely with sword, famine, and pestilence. Those
who did not die in the immediate military struggle of the siege
against Jerusalem merely lingered on to experience unthinkable
calamity and destruction upon everything they held dear. Then,
they died too! Those with the most physical strength (and the
most value potentially in the slave trade) began the long humiliating march north toward Babylon. There, they languished for
years that quickly turned into decades. Their collective and national spirit was absolutely crushed. This pessimistic sentiment
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was evident in a popular slogan heard among the captives near the
Chebar canal: “Our bones are dried up, and our hope is lost; we
are cut off completely” (Ezek. 37:11).
Every yearning desire for deliverance or salvation from their
present terror slowly faded with the passage of time. How could
God have allowed this to happen? Why did he leave us? Are we
not the children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob? Will we ever get
to go home? Every positive thought that things would someday
get better inevitably seemed so unrealistic. Eventually, the captives and their children born in Babylon viewed themselves as
nothing but dry bones. Not merely dead and decomposing, but
as utterly decayed and thoroughly dehydrated. Very dry! Even
Ezekiel was hesitant to believe that there was any hope left. He
certainly was not confident that these bones could live again: “O
Lord God, you know” (37:3). He himself did not know. One commentator observes that the prophet’s response is “very restrained”
(Zimmerli 260). It was to this dismal and despairing collective
mentality that God sent an inspiring message of hope. Just when
the people had finally accepted their dire situation and lowered
their expectations to zero levels, the hand of the Lord descended
upon the prophet Ezekiel.
In a dimension of reality that transcends the normal constraints of space and time, the prophet was transported “in the
Spirit of the Lord” to a valley that contained thousands of dry
human bones. There, he was told to prophesy to the bones, and
as he did, something unexpected happened: there was a sound, a
rattling, and the bones came together, bone to its bone. Cartilage,
muscles, flesh, and skin quickly covered the bones, and respiration entered into these lifeless bodies and they came to life (37:7–
10). In a graphic and picturesque prophecy, Ezekiel proclaimed
in symbolic fashion that good times were ahead for the captives.
They would soon migrate back to their native land and live securely in safety and in prosperity once again. No doubt, after initially castigating a rebellious house of stubborn people through
his oracles of judgment (3:7–11), Ezekiel relished in his work of
proclaiming messages that would bring comfort and sustenance
to his fellow countrymen (Sanders and Kent 89).
This cursory analysis of this notable text in Ezekiel demonstrates the value of studying the Old Testament prophets from the
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perspective of a certain conceptual or theoretical framework. Such
a perspective or viewpoint provides the student of the prophets
with a perceptive angle from which to observe, analyze, and interpret the sometimes ambiguous or enigmatic messages of this
section of Scripture. Indeed, the study of the Hebrew prophets
can be a daunting and challenging endeavor. One reason for this
perplexing situation is the sheer volume of misinformation and
misinterpretation that is widely disseminated in religious books,
pamphlets, and other mass-media such as radio, television, and
most recently the Internet. Homer Hailey warns that confusion
will prevail if readers are motivated to use biblical prophecy to
“speculate about the future” (11). For example, the doctrines of premillennialism (Blomberg and Chung), especially dispensationalism (LaHaye and Jenkins; Ryrie; Walvoord; Scofield), monopolize
much of this religious propaganda. Nevertheless, the careful student of the Bible can systematically read the prophetic literature
with profit (Madrigal) and find resources that will aid understanding and comprehension (Young). In my courses on the prophets, I
recommend to my students that they first approach their study of
prophecy with a solid foundation of Old Testament history. Indeed,
one cannot possibly appreciate the themes, concepts, imagery, and
language of the prophetic books without a good grasp of the Bible
story. For this reason, most colleges and universities—including
Florida College—assign appropriate prerequisites to coursework
on the prophets. The more one knows about the Bible in general,
the easier it will be to understand the prophets in particular.

Conceptual Frameworks to Study Prophecy

Once this basic and general knowledge of the Old Testament is attained, one is ready to explore the prophets and concurrently read
some helpful resources in the secondary literature. One of the most
instructive monographs in recent memory was published eight
years ago under the title Plowshares and Pruning Hooks (Sandy).
Although he works and operates among scholars and theologians
that are best classified as Reformed, Calvinistic, and premillennialist, Brent Sandy’s own scholarly approach to the Old Testament
prophets is at odds with classical premillennialism. His focus is
primarily literary and historical. He correctly places the prophets
in their social, cultural, and historical contexts. He observes that
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the messages of the prophets can be classified into four categories:
deity, humanity, calamity, and prosperity (20). These four themes
permeate the content of what one finds in reading the Old Testament prophets. In literary terms, or perhaps in terms of socialscientific research, the data found in the prophetic literature of the
Hebrew Bible can be analyzed qualitatively (Corbin and Strauss;
Krippendorff; Neuendorf). But such procedures of content analysis
are not new. In the late nineteenth-century, prominent Old Testament scholar Willis J. Beecher addressed the social and historical
realities of the day of the Lord in the books of Joel and Obadiah.
In this seminal essay, he described the elements inherent in the
concept of the day of the Lord (Beecher). The technical terminology of “the day of Yahweh” [yom Yahweh] was also explored in
detail in another scholarly study (Everson). Still another investigation using content analysis was conducted in the mid-twentieth
century which detailed eight classifications or categories in which
the oracles of the prophets could be placed (Napier). The late Phil
Roberts—our beloved FC Bible professor—regularly assigned this
essay as required reading in his course on the Minor Prophets, and
referred fondly to this analytical framework as The Prophetic Paradigm. Over twenty years ago, he described this approach in great
detail on this lectureship program (Roberts).
Although the Prophetic Paradigm model offers a more detailed
level of analysis, it can sometimes become unwieldy or clumsy.
With eight categories from which to choose, the Bible student may
vacillate over placing a particular text of hope in the category of redemption or consummation or even compassion. Over the years, I have
found the three-fold analysis of the Day of Yahweh model to be most
helpful. Essentially, this method of analysis classifies the prophetic
literature into three categories: (1) The Sinful Present (and/or Past),
(2) Pending Judgment (first: upon the rebellious people of God; then
afterward: upon the hostile nations that surrounded Israel and Judah), and (3) Restoration. These messages of restoration predicted
a hopeful future return to the land of Judah and, ultimately, the
coming of the Messianic age (Kutsko; Lapsley; Witherington).
The written oracles of the prophets often describe or allude to
the day of Yahweh or, in different English versions, the day of the
Lord (Isa. 13:6, 9; Ezek. 13:5; 30:3; Amos 5:18, 20; Joel 1:15; 2:1,
11, 31; 3:14; Obad. 15; Zeph. 1:7, 14). According to Everson, this
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technical term occurs eighteen times in the Old Testament (330).
Alternatively, the prophets frequently employed creative and descriptive variants of this same theme (See Appendix). While some
biblical commentators and other writers attempt to make clear distinctions between many of these variant terms, such as the latter
days (see numerous annotations in the Scofield Reference Bible, cf.
723), the literary contexts of the books of the prophets suggest otherwise. They are essentially referring to the same historical realities
of sin, judgment, and restoration during the exilic and post-exilic
eras of Israelite history. While the particular nation facing God’s
wrath may change, the terminology used is the same. The terms
day of the Lord or the latter days are essentially used interchangeably
in the prophetic corpus. Sometimes, the descriptive variant is explicitly specific: the day of Egypt (Ezek. 30:9), the day of Midian (Isa.
9:4), or the day of Jezreel (Hos. 1:11). Indeed, even the single word
“day” is often employed by the prophets as a most concise reference
to this predominant theme (Jer. 31:6; Lam. 2:16; Ezek. 7:10, 12;
30:2; Joel 1:15; Amos 3:14; Mic. 3:6; 7:11; Nah. 2:3; Mal. 3:17; 4:3).
It is noteworthy that the penultimate verse of the Old Testament
describes the great and awesome day of the Lord (Mal. 4:5).
Notice, for example, the three elements of the Day of Yahweh
are easily discerned in this text from Jeremiah:
For the children of Israel and the children of Judah have done
nothing but evil in my sight from their youth. The children of
Israel have done nothing but provoke me to anger by the work of
their hands, declares the Lord [Sinful Present & Sinful Past]. This
city has aroused my anger and wrath, from the day it was built to
this day, so that I will remove it from my sight [ Judgment]… Behold, I will gather them from all the countries to which I drove
them in my anger and in my wrath and in great indignation. I
will bring them back to this place, and I will make them dwell
in safety. And they shall be my people, and I will be their God
[Restoration]. (Jer. 32:30–31, 37–38)

Although this particular prophecy describes in orderly sequence
the three elements of the day of the Lord framework, most passages are not so neatly organized. In fact, one of the great stumbling
blocks for novice western readers of the prophets is the fact that
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the written oracles often switch suddenly back and forth between
themes, with no literary warning that this is what is happening
in the text. Written communication in eastern cultures, including
the Semitic cultures of the Ancient Near East, is typically recursive and cyclical, rather than linear. Themes, ideas, concepts, and
even narrative stories are repeated in the text, often viewing the
topic indirectly from a variety of perspectives (Kaplan). The familiar phenomenon of synonymous parallelism in the poetic sections of the Hebrew Bible illustrates this point (Boling; Weiser).
It is also interesting to note that these prophetic themes of sin,
judgment, and hope were appropriated and adapted by the Puritan settlers in early American history. As they sought to establish
their own manifest destiny in the American colonies, they found
the language of the Hebrew prophets particularly comforting and
relevant to their own social situation (Bercovitch).

Table 1: Synopsis of Conceptual Frameworks
in the Study of Prophecy
The Day of
Yahweh
(Beecher, 1888)

Four Areas of
Focus (Sandy,
2002)
Deity

The Prophetic
Paradigm
(Napier, 1962)

Sample Texts
from Hosea 11–14

Revelation (R)

Hos. 12:10, cf. 1:1

Election (E)

Hos. 11:1, 3–4;
12:3–5; 13:4–6a; cf.
2:1–2

Rebellion/Sin (S)

Hos. 11:2, 7, 12;
12:1; 13:1–2, 6b;
cf. 1:2

Repentence (P)

Hos. 12:6; 14:1–3; cf.
6:1–3

Judgment (J)

Hos. 11:5–6; 12:2;
13:3, 8–16

Compassion (C)

Hos. 11:8–9; 14:4–5

Redemption (M)

Hos. 11:10–11;
14:6–7

Consummation (L)
(A light to the
nations)

Hos. 18-23; Amos
9:7–15; Isa. 2:2–4//
Mic. 4:1–3

Sinful Present
Humanity

Judgment

Restoration

Calamity

Prosperity
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Two years ago, I developed a synoptic table that compares each
of these conceptual frameworks, and I now include it here (above)
with some modification. In this edition, I have added some sample citations from the final chapters of Hosea to illustrate the
distinctive categories. A helpful exercise is to analyze a specific
prophetic book, such as Amos or Micah, according to the eight
themes or elements of the Prophetic Paradigm. Phil Roberts, my
predecessor in teaching the prophets, prompted me and my classmates to do this with Amos, and I found the task greatly rewarding and enlightening. Naturally, I assume that this assignment
will provide similar benefits for my own upper-division students
today. To facilitate this task, I recommend inserting marginal annotations in the text using a simple shorthand system (preferably
pencil or erasable ink). The category of revelation, therefore, is
simply designated by the letter [R]; the category of election, in
turn, is identified by the letter [E]; the designation of judgment,
obviously, is identified with the letter [J], and so on.
One could just as easily use Sandy’s four categories or the three
basic themes of the Day of the Lord concept to analyze a section
of biblical prophecy. While these conceptual frameworks help us
obtain a general grasp of the prophetic literature, they are not
perfect tools. The messages of the prophets are deliberately ambiguous, poetic, and rich. They appeal to our imagination, and
the oracles could easily be applied to one of several historical contexts (see Isa. 24–27). Categorization, classification, and content
analysis help facilitate our understanding, but one should not get
the impression that there is a neat box or cubicle into which every
verse can be neatly placed. In some cases, one verse alone contains
more than one theme. Instead, these methods of analysis help us
to initiate a good understanding of the prophets’ general message
and also help us avoid making egregious errors of interpretation.

Restoration and Hope

Although I have detailed three conceptual frameworks from
which to explore all of the prophetic oracles, I will now proceed
to narrow our focus upon the theme of hope. In Sandy’s system
of analysis, this is the concept of prosperity. In Napier’s taxonomy,
the three categories of compassion, redemption, and consummation
each focus on aspects of Israel and Judah’s hopeful future. Simi-
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larly, the Day of the Lord model labels this theme, restoration. I
sometimes classify this category using one concise term: hope. I
would estimate that approximately a fourth of the material in the
prophetic books, with the exceptions of the books of Daniel and
Jonah, address the general topic of restoration and hope. Perhaps
a more precise statistical analysis will be conducted in the future.
But for our purposes here in this study, it is sufficient to note
that a significant amount of material in the prophetic corpus is
devoted to positive themes of hope.
Sometimes these messages predicting God’s future blessings are explicit and straightforward. The prophet Zechariah,
for example, communicates clearly on behalf of Yahweh: “I have
returned to Jerusalem with mercy; my house shall be [re]built
in it, declares the Lord of hosts, and the measuring line shall
be stretched out over Jerusalem. Cry out again, Thus says the
Lord of hosts: My cities shall again overflow with prosperity, and
the Lord will again comfort Zion and again choose Jerusalem”
(1:16–17). Other oracles contain messages that are less obviously
focused on the theme of hope. For Instance, Isaiah paints an impressive picture in stating that “maggots are laid as a bed beneath
you, and worms are your covers” (14:11b). It is not easy to discern
how such a gruesome message would encourage anybody, including the people of Judah and Jerusalem in the eighth-century b.c.,
when Isaiah actively prophesied. However, a close inspection of
the literary context of this text demonstrates that these colorful
words are part of a lengthy taunt against the king of Babylon—a
taunt of ridicule and shame that the surviving remnant would
one day utter against their most recent oppressor (14:4; cf. 13:1,
19; 14:22). While Witherington observes that these exilic themes
must be considered carefully in questions of authorship and composition (146–49), this text and many others in the latter chapters of Isaiah address an audience who had experienced horrible
cruelty in Babylon and who would revel in the anticipation of
punishment upon their captors.
This observation is enlightening for two reasons. First, it helps us
understand why there are so many prophetic oracles against the enemy nations that surrounded Israel and Judah in the Ancient Near
East. These oracles, of course, were not proclaimed or preserved in
written form for the reading pleasure of the people of Babylon, As-
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syria, Egypt, Edom, Moab, and many others. Even the people of
Nineveh, who had collected one of the great libraries of the ancient
world, could have cared less about Israelite literature. Rather, these
prophecies were produced to encourage and to sustain God’s chosen people of Israel and Judah through the most oppressive period
of their history. These oracles focus on the theme of reversal (cf. Isa.
51:22). While the fortunes of God’s people would be restored, the
fortunes of their enemies would be crushed, destroyed, and annihilated. A certain pleasure comes from contemplating the energetic
eating habits of maggots and worms. Similarly, Zechariah reverses
the imagery of Ezekiel 37 in a graphic portrayal of rotting flesh and
decaying eyes in their sockets, a fate that would eventually come
upon all the enemies of God’s people (14:12).
Secondly, this observation helps us to appreciate the extensive
phenomenon of imprecatory language in the Old Testament, not
only in the prophetic books, but also in the Psalter. Indeed, petitions, laments, and prayers toward God requesting justice and
swift judgment upon Israel’s most despised and feared enemies are
widespread throughout the Hebrew Bible. In a collaborative essay,
my son and I considered this fascinating subject at length elsewhere (Madrigal and Madrigal). Although these sentiments of
cursing are couched in political and nationalistic terms throughout the Old Testament, the theme is developed using spiritual terminology in the New Testament (Rom. 12:19–21). The enemies of
the people of God are no longer political nations with a military
arsenal, but instead are metaphysical opponents that conduct an
aggressive conflict in the spiritual realm (Eph. 6:12; cf. Rom. 7).

Manifold Motifs of Hope

Under the influence of inspiration, the prophets produced powerful oracles of hope by infusing reminiscent motifs of Israel’s
glorious past into their messages. Such provocative themes—using what one prolific scholar calls the “language of amazement”
(Brueggemann 67)—would most certainly encourage a downhearted and discouraged people living during the dismal period of
exile. Due to limitations of time and space, we will explore merely
a small sampling of these motifs of hope. First, God promises not
only to return his afflicted people back to their homeland, but also
to reinstate all the political, social, and economic blessings that
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their forebears enjoyed long ago. This imagery of reestablished
fortunes is prominent throughout the prophetic corpus (Isa. 1:26;
11:11, 16; 49:8; 54:10; 55:3; Amos 9:14; Joel 3:1; Hos. 6:11), but
is especially highlighted in the oracles of the exilic prophets (Jer.
30:3, 17–18; 32:44; 33:7, 11, 26; Ezek. 36:8–15, 24–38; 39:23–25;
Zeph. 2:7; 3:20). For example, while he was imprisoned by King
Zedekiah, Jeremiah was instructed by Yahweh to buy a field in
Anathoth, a village about three miles northeast of Jerusalem (Jer.
32:6, 9, 25, 43–44). While we would not expect the Lord to be
concerned about the mundane minutiae of real estate markets,
this particular transaction was emblematic of a promising future
for Judah and Jerusalem. A wise investor does not normally speculate on land purchases while that territory is under siege. Nevertheless, the book of Jeremiah contains elaborate details of the
prophet’s business and legal actions on this occasion:
And I bought the field at Anathoth from Hanamel my cousin,
and weighed out the money to him, seventeen shekels of silver. I
signed the deed, sealed it, got witnesses, and weighed the money
on scales. Then I took the sealed deed of purchase, containing
the terms and conditions and the open copy. And I gave the deed
of purchase to Baruch the son of Neriah son of Mahseiah, in the
presence of Hanamel my cousin, in the presence of the witnesses
who signed the deed of purchase, and in the presence of all the
Judeans who were sitting in the court of the guard. I charged
Baruch in their presence, saying, thus says the Lord of hosts, the
God Israel: Take these deeds, both this sealed deed of purchase
and this open deed, and put them in an earthenware vessel, that
they may last for a long time. For thus says the Lord of hosts, the
God of Israel: Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be
bought in this land. (32:9–15)

To borrow two modern idioms: Actions speak louder than words.
Jeremiah demonstrated his personal confidence in God’s promises by firmly putting his money [shekels] where his mouth was.
Although the immediate future was bleak, and would include the
Chaldeans filling houses in Jerusalem with the dead bodies of
resisters (33:4–5), the fortunes of Judah and the fortunes of Israel
would one day be restored to the condition they once enjoyed at
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the beginning (33:7). Ezekiel also describes vibrant crops, fruitful fields, re-constructed dwellings, thriving farmlands, fortified
cities, and a once-desolate land that would become comparable to
the idyllic Garden of Eden (36:8–11).
Another major motif concerns the covenant relationship between Yahweh and his people (Jer. 31:31–34; 32:40; Ezek. 34:25;
37:26; Hos. 2:18; Isa. 42:6; 49:8; 54:10; 55:3; 59:21). Sometimes
this motif is coupled with a parallel theme of a renewed Davidic
king reigning once again in the land of promise. The book of Ezekiel exclaims that “My servant David shall be king over them…
they shall dwell in the land that I gave to my servant Jacob…and
David my servant shall be their prince forever. I will make a covenant of peace with them. It will be an everlasting covenant with
them … My dwelling place shall be with them, and I will be their
God, and they shall be my people” (37:24–27).
The prophet Jeremiah also develops this theme of a renewed
covenant relationship between the surviving remnants of those
dispersed during the Assyrian and Babylonian captivities. This
powerful and famous passage proclaims that this new covenant
would be established after the days of punishment and wrath had
already transpired: “…after those days, I will put my law within
them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their God,
and they shall be my people. And no longer shall each one teach
his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘know the Lord,’ for
they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest,
declares the Lord. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more” (31:33–34). The writer of the New Testament book of Hebrews twice quotes from this text, providing a
spiritual and decidedly Christian interpretation of this intriguing
prophecy (Heb. 8:8–12; 10:16–17). The old covenant made at Sinai was impotent to remove the consequences of sin, and should
be considered obsolete. The prophecies concerning the Messiah
predicted the life and work of Jesus Christ, who is, without doubt,
the promised Davidic king, the subject of dozens of prophecies
(Isa. 9:6–7; 11:1; 16:5; 22:22; 55:3; Jer. 30:9, 21; 33:15, 17, 21, 22,
26; Ezek. 34:23–24; 37:24–25; Hos. 3:5; Amos 9:11; Zech. 9:9;
12:7, 8, 10, 12; 13:1).
In view of the undisputed facts of Jewish history, both ancient
and modern, how are we to interpret the explicit promises of a
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king reigning once again in the land of promise? While orthodox Jews still anticipate the future coming of their Messiah, and
while many readers who adopt a premillennial approach to prophecy still await the inauguration of the kingdom of God, perhaps
it is best to interpret these prophecies in a non-political manner.
Perhaps the kingdom and its Davidic king should be understood
in spiritual terms. There are many clues in the New Testament
to indicate that this is precisely what the prophets of old were
talking about, and of which they wrote. To cite just a few examples: Jesus proclaimed that the kingdom of God would come
with power during the lifetime of many of his contemporaries
(Mark 9:1). He also communicated to Pilate that his kingship was
“not of this world” (John 18:36). Luke’s record indicates that Peter
proclaimed on Pentecost that the unusual events of the day were
the precise fulfillment of the prophecy of Joel (Acts 2:16), including specific details of the great and magnificent day of the Lord (v.
20). While exiled to the isle of Patmos, the servant John considered himself to be a “partner in the tribulation and the kingdom
and the patient endurance that are in Jesus” (Rev. 1:9). These and
many other New Testament texts adapt the language and imagery
of the Old Testament prophecies to the first-century context of
early Christianity. Therefore, we interpret the references to prosperity in the land, a Davidic king reigning in Jerusalem, and a
new covenant between the Lord and his people to be ultimately
fulfilled in Jesus Christ and his church (cf. Luke 24:44). While
the literal return to Palestine in the years immediately following
the Babylonian captivity became a type of fulfillment, the full
scope of the promised blessings would not be fully realized until
God came in the flesh and lived among us (John 1:14).
Another recurring motif of hope focuses on general thoughts
of reassurance and comfort (Isa. 12:1; 22:4; 33:2; 40:1; 51:3, 19;
57:18; 61:2; 66:13; Jer. 31:13; Ezek. 32:31; Zech. 1:17; cf. Hab.
3:16–19). Perhaps the most prominent of these prophetic texts occurs in the famous fortieth chapter of the book of Isaiah:
Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to
Jerusalem, and cry to her that her warfare is ended, that her iniquity is pardoned, that she has received from the Lord’s hand
double for all her sins… He gives power to the faint, and to him
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who has no might he increases strength. Even youths shall faint
and be weary, and young men shall fall exhausted; but they that
wait for the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount
up with wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they
shall walk and not faint. (40:1–2, 29–31)

God’s people living in the bleak conditions of exile desperately
needed hope. They needed something to capture their imagination of a promising future. The Lord would one day search out his
people, like a shepherd searches for lost sheep, and bring them
home to safety (Ezek. 34:12). Indeed, to borrow Ezekiel’s language, he would soon breathe new life into their dead, dry bones.

Conclusion: Hope for Today

Although Ezekiel’s vision evokes the image of a collective resurrection of an army of God’s people, one cannot help but think about
the related idea of personal, individual resurrection. If a man die,
will he live again? (Job 14:14). Indeed, this is the quintessential
question. All other inquiries and scholarly pursuits are merely academic. While we must admit that the data in the Old Testament
supporting the concept of life after death is limited, a discerning
reader will certainly discover incipient forms of this idea in the
Hebrew Bible (Smith; Collins). Although some of the prophetic
oracles may implicitly describe the concept of a personal resurrection, including Ezekiel’s vision of the valley of dry bones, the
concept is more clearly stated in the Psalms and in the book of Job.
In a miktam of David, the sixteenth Psalm triumphantly declares: “I have set the Lord always before me; because he is at
my right hand, I shall not be shaken. Therefore my heart is glad,
and my whole being rejoices; my flesh also dwells secure” (16:8–9).
The rationale for this confidence is the conviction that “you will
not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption” (v. 10). The idea is developed in more detail elsewhere in the
Psalter [emphases mine]: “You guide me with your counsel, and
afterward you will receive me to glory. Whom have I in heaven but
you” (73:24–25; cf. Smith 205–07). In one of the speech cycles
attributed to Job, he affirmed with confidence: “I know that my
Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth. And
after my skin has been thus destroyed, yet in my flesh I shall see
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God (19:25–26). Of course, this theme of resurrection reaches its
climatic expression in the writings of the New Testament. While
some of the disciples at Corinth evidently doubted the possibility
of a bodily resurrection (1 Cor. 15:12), the Apostle Paul argued
the point at great length (1 Cor. 15:1–58). In another epistle, he
describes the grace of God, salvation, and the earnest expectation
of God’s people as “the blessed hope” (Tit. 2:13).
Like the people of ancient Israel and Judah, the people of God
today are confronted by many obstacles, distractions, and trials.
Whether the particular problem is a concern about a recurring
struggle with sin, a personal setback, a social or financial crisis,
or even a matter of threatened or failing physical health (Wilson),
the Old Testament messages of rebirth and regeneration constitute
a vital resource of spiritual support. We may take comfort in the
confident assurance declared by Jeremiah: “There is hope for your
future” (31:17). These optimistic prophetic oracles of expectation
and restoration were first fulfilled in the sixth century b.c., when
the remnant of the captives returned to their homeland, and were
subsequently and ultimately fulfilled with the incarnation of Jesus
Christ and the establishment of his kingdom. These encouraging messages also offer hope and renewal for God’s people today
who face their own personal moments of discouragement, despair,
and grief. They underscore the truth that the God of hope (Rom.
15:13) always interacts with his people in love, mercy, and grace.

Appendix: Variants of the Day of Yahweh
Theme in the Prophets
The day of the Lord [Yahweh]

Isa. 13:6, 9; Ezek. 13:5; 30:3; Amos 5:18,
20; Joel 1:15, 2:1, 11, 31; 3:14; Obad. 15;
Zeph. 1:7, 14

The great day of the Lord

Zeph. 1:14

The latter days

Isa. 2:2; Jer. 30:24, Hos. 3:5; Mic. 4:1

The latter time

Isa. 9:1

The Lord of Hosts has a day

Isa. 2:12; cf. Isa. 22:5

The day of the Lord God of hosts

Jer. 46:10

The day/s of punishment

Isa. 10:3; Hos. 9:7
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At that time

Isa. 18:7; Jer. 3:17; 4:11; 8:1; 31:1; Zeph.
3:9, 19, 20

After many days

Isa. 24:22

The Lord is coming

Isa. 26:21

He is coming

Jer. 4:16

The day of his coming

Mal. 3:2

In days to come

Isa. 27:6

Visited by the Lord

Isa. 29:6

The Lord has a day of vengeance,
a year of recompense

Isa. 34:8; cf. Isa. 61:2; 63:4; Jer. 46:10;
Hos. 9:7

A day is coming

Zech. 14:1; cf. Mal. 4:1

The days are coming

Isa. 39:5; Jer .7:32; 9:25; 16:14; 19:6;
23:5, 7; 30:3; 31:27, 31, 38; 33:14; 51:47;
Amos 4:2; 8:11; 9:13

In one day

Isa. 47:9

In those days

Jer. 3:16, 18; 5:18; 31:29; 33:16; 50:4;
Joel 3:1; Zech. 8:6, 23

After those days

Jer. 31:33

And it shall come to pass

Jer. 12:16

The day of disaster

Jer. 17:17, 18; Amos 6:3

The day of calamity

Jer. 18:17; 46:21; Obad. 13

The time/day of your anger

Jer. 18:23; cf. Isa. 13:13; Lam. 1:12; 2:1,
21, 22; Zeph. 2:2, 3

The days of slaughter

Jer. 25:34

There shall be a day

Jer. 31:6

The day of trouble

Jer. 51:2; Nah. 1:7; Hab. 3:16

The day of distress

Obad. 12, 14

The day is near, a day of tumult

Ezek. 7:7

The day of the wrath of the Lord

Ezek 7:19; Zeph 1:18

A day of clouds

Ezek. 30:3; Joel 2:2

The day of darkness

Ezek. 30:18; Joel 2:2

The day of your watchmen

Mic. 7:4

The day of the Lord’s sacrifice

Zeph. 1:8

The day of the east wind

Isa. 27:8

The day of Egypt

Ezek. 30:9
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The day of Midian

Isa. 9:4

The day of Jezreel

Hos. 1:11

On/in that day

Isa. 2:11, 20; 3:7, 18; 4:1-2; 5:30; 7:18, 20,
21, 23’ 10:20, 27; 11:10, 11; 12:1; 17:4,
7, 9; 19:16, 18, 19, 21, 23, 24; 20:6; 22:8,
12, 20, 25; 23:15; 24:21; 25:9; 26:1; 27:1,
2, 12, 13; 28:5; 29:18; 31:7; 52:6; Jer
4:9; 25:33; 39:16, 17; Ezek. 24:27; 29:9;
39:11; Hos. 2:16, 18, 21; Joel 3:18; Amos
2:16; 8:9, 13; 9:11; Obad. 8; Mic. 2:4; 4:6;
5:10; 7:11, 12; Zeph. 1:9; 3:11, 16; Hag.
2:23; Zech. 2:11; 3:10; 9:16; 12:3, 4, 6, 8,
9, 11; 13:1, 2, 4; 14:4, 6, 8, 9, 13, 20, 21

A/the day

Jer. 31:6; Lam 2:16; Ezek. 7:10, 12; 30:2;
Joel 1:15; Amos 3:14; Mic. 3:6; 7:11; Nah.
2:3; Mal. 3:17; 4:3

The great and awesome day
of the Lord

Mal. 4:5
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Part Two
The Day Lectures

The “Incurable Wound”
C. G. “Colly” Caldwell
Captivity—what a terrible word. In America, we love freedom.
We think it cruel to confine anyone’s right of passage from place
to place and we can hardly imagine being confined to a reservation (like the Native Americans), imprisoned, or restricted in
our movement so that we cannot even go home. But during the
first half of that millennium before Christ, both nations identified with God’s people—Israel and Judah—were taken as captives
from their homelands by nations from the East.

Introduction: What Was the “Incurable Wound”?

Jeremiah called the desperate circumstances in Judah leading
to what we call the Babylonian Captivity an “incurable wound”
which terribly affected not only the wicked in the land, but also
God’s prophet himself and the other righteous ones who trusted
in Jehovah. He pled with the Lord: “For the hurt [“brokenness”
NASB] of the daughter of my people I am hurt. I am mourning;
astonishment has taken hold of me. Is there no balm in Gilead?
Is there no physician there? Why then is there no recovery for the
health [“no healing for the wound” NIV] of the daughter of my
people?” (Jer. 8:21–22).
A little later, the Lord said: “Behold, I will throw out at this
time the inhabitants of the land and will distress them, that they
may find it so.” To which Jeremiah replied, “Woe is me for my
hurt! My wound is severe. But I say, ‘Truly this is an infirmity and
I must bear it.’ My tent is plundered, and all my cords are broken;
my children have gone from me, and they are no more. There is no
one to pitch my tent anymore or set up my curtains” (Jer. 10:18–20).
63
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This condition, of course, brought dejection and dismay to the
prophet and so he appealed to the Lord. “Remember me and visit
me,” he pled. “For your sake I have suffered rebuke… I did not
sit in the assembly of the mockers, nor did I rejoice.” Therefore,
“Why is my pain perpetual and my wound incurable, which refuses to be healed? Will You surely be to me like an unreliable
stream, as waters that fail?” (Jer. 15:15–18).
It certainly seemed to Jeremiah that his “pain” in delivering
God’s message of judgment and the “wound” inflicted upon him
when God decided that the people were to be subjected and carried away captive were “incurable.” As a result, it appeared that
God would not supply relief and comfort even to his own prophet
and the other righteous faithful. Jeremiah was being exposed to
perpetual persecution because he was delivering a message from
Jehovah that the people did not want to hear. His words are similar to those of the Psalmist, who said, “Will the Lord cast off forever? And will He be favorable no more? Has His mercy ceased
forever? Has His promise failed forevermore? Has God forgotten
to be gracious? Has He in anger shut up His tender mercies? And
I said, ‘This is my anguish; but I will remember the years of the
right hand of the Most High’” (Ps. 77:7–10).
The “incurable wound” was therefore the promised captivity
and all the pain and suffering associated with it.

Historical Development of the “Incurable Wound”

To understand the captivity and the judgment of God upon Judah,
we must go back to the days of King Manasseh. Manasseh came
to the throne at the age of twelve when his father, good king
Hezekiah, died (ca. 698/97 b.c.). You will remember that fifteen
years before, Hezekiah had been sick and near death. God sent
Isaiah to him with the message, “Set your house in order, for you
shall die and not live.” After the king wept bitterly and offered
fervent prayer, saying, “Remember now, O Lord, I pray, how I
have walked before You in truth and with a loyal heart, and have
done what was good in Your sight,” the Lord sent Isaiah back to
him with the message, “I will add to your days fifteen years” (2
Kings 20; Isa. 38). Could you have prayed that prayer? Are you
living the kind of righteous life that God could justify giving you
fifteen more years? Would you do enough good in those fifteen
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extra years that God would be glad he gave them to you? And
would you be satisfied with fifteen more years? Well, with Hezekiah it was a mixed blessing. During the extended time God gave
to Hezekiah, this wicked son, Manasseh, was born. The personal
blessing to Hezekiah became a curse to the nation he loved.
Manasseh “did evil in the sight of the Lord” (2 Kings 21:2).
He “rebuilt the high places which Hezekiah, his righteous father,
had destroyed and he “raised up altars for Baal.” He even built
altars in the house of the Lord to all the host of heaven. While
idolatry was the sin most despised by Jehovah, the immorality
associated with it was against the very character of God. And
Manasseh engaged in terrible injustices, shedding “very much innocent blood” and taking the lives of some of his own subjects
(citizens and neighbors) in the capital city where he ruled (vs. 16).
The king initiated all this wickedness and the people generally
“paid no attention.” As a result, “Manasseh seduced them to do
more evil than the nations whom the Lord had destroyed before
the children of Israel” (vs. 9).
In Manasseh’s last years, the Lord spoke to him and to the
people of Judah, but they would not listen. So God brought the
enemy upon them and they “took Manasseh with hooks, bound
him with bronze fetters, and carried him off to Babylon.” “In
affliction, he implored the Lord his God, and humbled himself
greatly before the God of his fathers and prayed.” True to the divine character, God brought him back to Jerusalem and gave him
time to take away the foreign gods from the house of the Lord.
But in spite of the fact that Manasseh commanded the people to
serve the Lord God of Israel, they “still sacrificed on the high
places, but only to the Lord their God” (2 Chron. 33:10–17). His
penitence was too late to avert judgment.
After Manasseh’s fifty-five-year reign (the longest of any king
in Judah), his son Amon was seated on the throne. He, too, was a
wicked idolater who forsook the ways of the Lord. He was assassinated by his own servants—killed in his own house—after only
two short years. The throne of the house of David was given by
the people to a child, Amon’s son Josiah (2 Kings 21:19–26).
Josiah was only eight years old when he began to reign, but
“while he was still young, he began to seek the God of his father
David.” He would rule for thirty-one years doing right. In his
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eighteenth year, he purged the land of idolatry and cleansed Judah and Jerusalem of its evil. He restored the worship of Jehovah,
reinstituting the Passover, and “all his days they did not depart
from following the Lord God of their fathers” (2 Chron. 34:29).
“Now before him there was no king like him, who turned to the
Lord with all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his might,
according to all the Law of Moses; nor after him did any arise
like him” (2 Kings 23:25).
King Josiah was killed in battle, having gone up against Pharaoh Necho at Megiddo. One would think that God’s wrath may
have been appeased by the righteousness of Josiah. “Nevertheless the Lord did not turn from the fierceness of His great wrath,
with which His anger was aroused against Judah, because of all
the provocation with which Manasseh had provoked Him. And
the Lord said, ‘I will also remove Judah from my sight, as I have
removed Israel, and will cast off this city Jerusalem which I have
chosen, and the house of which I said, “My name shall be there”’”
(2 Kings 23:26–27).
From that point on, the well-being of Judah was in a downward
spiral. Jehoahaz followed Josiah and Pharaoh Necho put him in
prison at Riblah. The Egyptian king then made Jehoahaz’ brother,
Eliakim, king and changed his name to Jehoiakim. Both these sons
of Josiah were evil before Jehovah. It was during Jehoiakim’s eleven-year reign (609/08–598 b.c.) that Nebuchadnezzar first came
up against Judah to take away captives. This was done “because
of the sins of Manasseh” (2 Kings 24:3) and was the first of three
major assaults in which Judeans were carried away to Babylon.
In 606 b.c., Jehoiakim, Daniel, and others among the elite
princely component of the people were taken out of the land (2
Chron. 36:6–7; Dan. 1) along with “some of the articles from
the house of the Lord” which were placed in Nebuchadnezzar’s
temple in Babylon.
Nine years later, in 597 b.c., under Jehoiachin who ruled only
three months and ten days in Jerusalem, the Chaldeans took a
second contingency of Judeans to Babylon. That group included
Ezekiel, a priest and prophet who prophesied from the compound on the River Chebar in Babylon through much of the
captivity. Nebuchadnezzar also “carried into captivity all Jerusalem: all the captains and all the mighty men of valor, ten thou-
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sand captives, and all the craftsmen and smiths. None remained
except the poorest people of the land All the valiant men, seven
thousand, and craftsmen and smiths, one thousand, all who were
strong and fit for war, these the king of Babylon brought captive
to Babylon” (2 Kings 24:15–16).
At that point, Nebuchadnezzar “made Mattaniah, Jehoiachin’s
uncle, king in his place, and changed his name to Zedekiah” (2
Kings 24:17). He ruled for eleven years (597–86 b.c.) until he rebelled against the king of Babylon. When he did that, Nebuchadnezzar and Nebuzaradan, his captain, came back to Jerusalem.
They besieged the city and sent it into a terrible famine. One has
only to read the acrostic, poetic dirge of Jeremiah called “Lamentations” to understand the depth of pain and sorrow experienced
in those days by the people of God. It is not difficult to see why
the prophet called it an “incurable wound.”
When the wall was broken through, the Babylonians destroyed the temple and burned the houses of the wealthy in Jerusalem. “They killed the sons of Zedekiah before his eyes, put out
the eyes of Zedekiah, bound him with bronze fetters, and took
him to Babylon” (2 Kings 25:7). At that time, they took away a
third group of captives, “the rest of the people who remained in
the city” leaving only “some of the poor of the land as vinedressers and farmers” (2 Kings 25:11–12).
From the early Assyrian period, the captivity of God’s people
was seen as an incurable wound. Sometime in the mid-to-late
eighth century b.c., the prophet Hosea called for the people to repent, articulating God’s words: “When Ephraim saw his sickness,
and Judah saw his wound, then Ephraim went to Assyria and sent
to King Jareb; yet he cannot cure you, nor heal you of your wound.
For I will be like a lion to Ephraim, and like a young lion to the
house of Judah. I, even I, will tear them and go away; I will take
them away and no one shall rescue. I will return again to my place
till they acknowledge their offense. Then they will seek My face;
in their affliction they will earnestly seek me” (Hos. 5:13–15).
And Micah, about that same time, cried out, “I will wail and
howl, I will go stripped and naked; I will make a wailing like
the jackals and a mourning like the ostriches, for her wounds are
incurable. For it has come to Judah; it has come to the gate of My
people—to Jerusalem (Mic. 1:9).
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Reasons for the “Incurable Wound”

Judah was not left without revelation of God’s reasons for the
“incurable wound.”
For thus says the Lord: your affliction is incurable, your wound
is severe. There is no one to plead your cause [reference to the
legal system, cgc], that you may be bound up [i.e., with bandages
to close a wound, cgc]; you have no healing medicines. All your
lovers [former allies, Egypt and Assyria, cgc] have forgotten you;
they do not seek you; for I have wounded you with the wound of
an enemy, with the chastisement of a cruel one, for the multitude
of your iniquities, because your sins have increased. Why do you
cry about your affliction? Your sorrow is incurable. Because of
the multitude of your iniquities, because your sins have increased,
I have done these things to you. (Jer. 30:12–15)

As we have seen, the sins of Judah (personified in the life of
Manasseh) precipitated this terrible judgment from God. There
were basically four categories of sins for which God condemned
his people: idolatry, immorality, injustice, and indifference. The
prophets were sent to convict of these evils. “The Lord God of
their fathers sent warnings to them by His messengers, rising up
early and sending them because He had compassion on His people and on His dwelling place. But they mocked the messengers
of God, despised His words, and scoffed at His prophets until
the wrath of the Lord arose against His people, till there was
no remedy” (2 Chron. 36:15–16). Jeremiah said, “The shepherds
have become dull-hearted, and have not sought the Lord; therefore they shall not prosper, and all their flocks shall be scattered.
Behold the noise of the report has come, and a great commotion
out of the north country, to make the cities of Judah desolate, a
den of jackals. O Lord, I know the way of man is not in himself;
it is not in man who walks to direct his own steps” (Jer. 10:21–23).
Idolatry. There are so many great passages condemning the idolatry of Judah’s people that it is difficult even to select examples.
One might go to Ezekiel’s descriptions of Jerusalem’s following
other gods and how God saw that as adultery (chs. 16, 23)—the
people were married to him by covenant and transgressed by serving other gods. We might even go all the way back to when Ahab
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married that evil Phoenician princess, Jezebel, and she brought
Baal worship into the land. Or we might remember Hosea’s being instructed to marry Gomer and how her harlotry became a
mirror image of Israel’s lusting after other gods (Hos. 1:2–3; 2:4;
4:11–18; 5:3–4). Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel all point to idolatry
as the primary sin of the people of Judah leading to God’s putting
them away in foreign lands.

Immorality. Tracing all the way back to the time of the Assyrians who took Israel away captive (721 b.c.), God condemned immorality among his people in Judah. The very fact that he compared idolatry to harlotry only emphasizes the terrible nature of
the immoral sins of the people. These sins were not new. “For
the Lord brought Judah low because of Ahaz king of Israel, for
he had encouraged moral decline in Judah and had been continually unfaithful to the Lord. Also Tiglath-Pileser king of Assyria came to him and distressed him, and did not assist him”
(2 Chron. 28:19–20). In the time shortly before Babylon actually
destroyed Jerusalem, Jeremiah convicted them saying, “How shall
I pardon you for this? Your children have forsaken Me and sworn
by those that are not gods. When I had fed them to the full, then
they committed adultery and assembled themselves by troops in
the harlots’ houses. They were like well-fed lusty stallions; every
one neighed after his neighbor’s wife. Shall I not punish them for
these things? Says the Lord. And shall I not avenge Myself on
such a nation as this?” (Jer. 5:7–9). In another place, the Lord said,
If you say in your heart, “why have these things come upon me?”
For the greatness of your iniquity your skirts have been uncovered, your heels made bare. Can the Ethiopian change his skin
or the leopard its spots? Then may you also do good who are
accustomed to do evil. Therefore I will scatter them like stubble
that passes away by the wind of the wilderness. This is your lot,
the portion of your measures from Me, says the Lord, because
you have forgotten Me and trusted in falsehood. Therefore I will
uncover your skirts over your face, that your shame may appear. I have seen your adulteries and your lustful neighing, the
lewdness of your harlotry, your abominations on the hills in the
fields. Woe to you, O Jerusalem! Will you still not be made
clean? (Jer. 13:22–27)
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Murder, drunkenness, and sexual lust had eaten into the heart
of Judah’s morality and it had created an open sore—an incurable wound—that God would not heal until the people had suffered mightily.

Injustice. In that famous chapter (Isa. 59) when Isaiah said, “The
Lord’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save; nor His ear
heavy, that it cannot hear. But your iniquities have separated you
from your God; and your sins have hidden His face from you so
that He will not hear,” (vss. 1–2), the prophet condemned the
people saying, “Their feet fun to evil, and they make haste to shed
innocent blood; their thoughts are thoughts of iniquity; wasting
and destruction are in their paths. The way of peace they have
not known, and there is no justice in their ways; they have made
themselves crooked paths; whoever takes that way shall not know
peace” (vss. 7–8). He went on to say, “We all growl like bears, and
moan sadly like doves; we look for justice, but there is none; for
salvation, but it is far from us” (vs. 15).
From the king down to the common people, abuse of the poor
and needy and false accusations against the innocent plagued the
land. Jeremiah said, “Run to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem; see now and know; and seek in her open places if you can
find a man, if there is anyone who executes judgment, who seeks
the truth, and I will pardon her. Though they say, ‘As the Lord
lives,’ surely they sear falsely” (Jer. 5:1–2). Jehovah even went so
far as to promise: “if you thoroughly amend your ways and your
doings, if you thoroughly execute judgment between a man and
his neighbor, if you do not oppress the stranger, the fatherless,
and the widow, and do not shed innocent blood in this place,
or walk after other gods to your hurt, then I will cause you to
dwell in this place, in the land that I gave to your fathers forever
and ever (Jer. 7:5–7). The Lord pled with the people: “Execute
judgment and righteousness, and deliver the plundered out of the
hand of the oppressor. Do no wrong and do no violence to the
stranger, the fatherless, or the widow, nor shed innocent blood in
this place” (Jer. 22:3).
Indifference. Going back to our starting point in the days of King
Manasseh, listen again to those haunting words: “They paid no
attention, and Manasseh seduced them to do more evil than the
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nations whom the Lord had destroyed before the children of Israel” (2 Kings 21:9). The later words of Jeremiah summarize that
same indifferent attitude of the people when he said, “They did
not listen or incline their ear to turn from their wickedness” (Jer.
44:5). Please read Jeremiah’s description of the linen sash likened
to God’s people who “refuse to hear My words” and you will understand the nature of their pride in themselves and their indifference to God (Jer. 13).

The Effects of the “Incurable Wound”

In the life of Jeremiah, we see the terrible effects of the “incurable wound” upon a man of God. Like Jesus at Nazareth, Jeremiah experienced persecutions ranging from mocking to threats
against his life from the people of his own city of Anathoth.
They said, “Do not prophesy in the name of the Lord, lest you
die by our hand” (Jer. 11:21–23). Even those of his own house,
his brothers, “dealt treacherously” with him, speaking “smooth
words” not to be believed (Jer. 12:6). His “acquaintances”—his
friends—watched for his stumbling, saying, “Perhaps he can be
induced; then we will prevail against him, and we will take our
revenge on him” (Jer. 20:10). He was truly isolated by the mockers (Jer. 15:17; 20:7–10). And when he came to Jerusalem, the
word of the Lord came to Jeremiah, telling him to stand at the
gate of the Lord’s house and proclaim God’s word, but “they will
not obey you” (Jer. 7:1–27). When he spoke there, “the priests
and the prophets and all the people seized him saying, “You will
surely die!” (Jer. 26:8). Jeremiah was truly a lonely man suffering
a terrible “wound.” Like Job, he questioned both what God was
doing and why God allowed it all to be done to him (Jer. 12:1–4;
15:18; 20:7). But he never gave up his faith and he never gave up
on the Lord (Jer. 11:18–20; 20:11–12; see 15:19–21 and all of ch.
42). And in a fascinating and surely most comforting response,
the Lord told him, “Even if Moses and Samuel stood before me,
My mind would not be favorable toward this people. Cast them
out of My sight, and let them go forth” (Jer. 15:1).
We also see the effects of the “incurable wound” upon the nation of Judah. The people, including the religious and political
leaders, were obsessed with their own pursuit of pleasure and material gratification. They totally ignored the restraints of God’s

72

C. G. “Colly” Caldwell

law in their personal lives and allowed themselves to engage in
whatever satisfied their desires. Jehovah told Jeremiah to inquire,
“Behold, you trust in lying words that cannot profit. Will you steal,
murder, commit adultery, swear falsely, burn incense to Baal, and
walk after other gods whom you do not know [all violations of
the Ten Commandments incidentally, cgc] and then come and
stand before Me in this house which is called by My name, and
say, ‘We are delivered to do all these abominations’?” (Jer. 7:8–10).
They even admitted their narcissism: “So we will walk according to our own plans, and we will every one obey the dictates of
his evil heart” (Jer. 18:12). Obviously, that was played out even
in the activities of the temple itself. And when the judgments
announced by Jeremiah did not come swiftly, they chided him,
saying, “Where is the word of the Lord? Let it come now!” (Jer.
17:15). The prophet could have quit or he could have accommodated his message to the will of the people. But he did not. He
stood firm and he stands as an abiding symbol in the divine record for gospel preachers and faithful children of God even today.

Conclusion: God Will Cure the “Incurable” (Jer. 30:15)

Only God can do the impossible. Only Jehovah can heal an incurable wound. The amazing conclusion of the story is that the Almighty God of heaven, having brought upon Judah and Jerusalem
an “incurable wound,” would heal it. The Lord said,
“Why do you cry about your affliction? Your sorrow is incurable.
Because of the multitude of your iniquities, because your sins
have increased, I have done these things to you. Therefore all
those who devour you shall be devoured; and all your adversaries, every one of them, shall go into captivity; those who plunder you shall become plunder, and all who prey upon you I will
make a prey. For I will restore health to you and heal you of your
wounds,” says the Lord. (Jer. 30:15–17; see also Isa. 62:4; Jer.
8:22; 33:6)

It was true that Judah’s sorrow and travail in captivity was incurable in the sense that it could not be avoided. There was nothing Judah could do to escape spending those seventy years under
bondage in a foreign land. They had already gone past being able
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to make any effort to heal themselves. God had declared judgment and it was inevitable. But it was not eternal! They would
endure it, but God would bring it to an end and they would come
back to their land by his grace.
And even beyond that, God would provide the ultimate healing for Judah. In chapter 33, the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah while he was shut up in the court of the prison to show
him “great and mighty things, which you do not know” (vss. 1–3).
God said,
Behold I will bring it health and healing; I will heal them and
reveal to them the abundance of peace and truth. And I will
cause the captives of Judah and the captives of Israel to return,
and will rebuild those places as at the first. I will cleanse them
from all their iniquity by which they have sinned against Me,
and I will pardon all their iniquities by which they have sinned
and by which they have transgressed against Me. Then it shall
be to Me a name of joy, a praise, and an honor before all nations
of the earth, who shall hear all the good that I do to them; they
shall fear and tremble for all the goodness and all the prosperity
that I provide for it. (vss. 6–9)

Then, looking eventually forward to the glory of Jerusalem in the
last days, Jeremiah prophesied,
“Behold, the days are coming,” says the Lord, “that I will perform that good thing which I have promised to the house of
Israel and to the house of Judah: In those days and at that time
I will cause to grow up to David a Branch of righteousness; He
shall execute judgment and righteousness in the earth. In those
days Judah will be saved and Jerusalem will dwell safely. And
this is the name by which she will be called: The Lord our
righteousness.” (vss. 14–16)

Chrysostom said, “Of the soul, there can be no incurable wound;
for the body, there are many such, but none for the soul.” He was
certainly right when his words are set in the context of faith in
Jesus Christ, who can take away all sins from the penitent believer
who will obey the Gospel (1 John 1:5–10).
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Trusting in Gods That Cannot Save
Leon Mauldin
I am the Lord your God who brought you out of the land of
Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods
before Me. You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the
water under the earth. You shall not worship them or serve them;
for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God. (Deut. 5:5–9)

The Ten Commandments were central to God’s covenant with
his people Israel. These, as well as the other laws and ordinances
based on them, were for Israel’s good always (Deut. 6:24). Israel
had experienced the faithfulness of God toward them; they must
respond with faithfulness unto God. The first commandment excluded any relationship with or worship of other gods, whether
those of Egypt, where Israel had developed into a nation, or in
Canaan, where they were going. The second commandment prohibited the making and/or worshiping of images. This would not
only include images of false gods, but also any attempt to represent the true God by any figure, whether male or female, or the
likeness of any animal (Deut. 4:15–19). No part of the creation
was to be used as an image of the Creator. Any attempt at representation of God by something within creation was forbidden.
God desired and required Israel’s exclusive devotion and worship. Nothing less than loving God with ones whole being would
be accepted (Deut. 6:4–7). Departure from this basic requirement
would have disastrous consequences, culminating in God’s people
living in captivity, the theme of this year’s lectureship. Along the
way the biblical record will narrate accounts of immorality, social
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injustice, and political corruption. As we deal with the root causes,
let us remember that “Back of all moral, social, and political corruption there lies a basic cause: religious decay and apostasy”
(Hailey 85). Israel had an evil heart of unbelief in departing from
the living God.
Israel’s calling was to be “holy to the Lord.” Consider the book
of Leviticus. “Leviticus used to be the first book that Jewish children studied in the synagogue. In the modern Church it tends to
be the last part of the Bible anyone looks at seriously” (Wenham).
The real heart of Leviticus is contained in verses such as 20:26:
“Thus you are to be holy to Me, for I the Lord am holy; and
I have set you apart from the peoples to be Mine.” Everything
about how to approach God in worship—what to eat, wear, and
plant, along with all the other laws—had to do with that one
principle: by all of these things God was teaching them that they
were different from the world; they were his special people; they
were to partake of his holiness. Do you agree that this is not a
bad idea, to teach a child from infancy that he is special to the
Lord; that we are different from the world; that our concern is to
be seeking and doing God’s will?
To worship the one true God and to abstain from idolatry was
a key concept separating Jews from the nations of the world. But
unfortunately, a survey of the whole history of Israel shows idolatry to be a stone at which they stumbled again and again. Tertullian began his treatise on idolatry by stating, “The principal crime
of the human race, the highest guilt charged upon the world, the
whole procuring cause of judgment, is idolatry” (Ante-Nicene Fathers III). Andrew Goddard observed:
The human propensity for idolatry and the incompatibility of the
God of Israel with any idol is a central Old Testament message.
The history of Israel is the history of the conflict between the
invisible covenant God who speaks through his servants and the
various idols fashioned by human hands. (Idolatry 235)

Solomon’s tragic apostasy set the stage for further departures
from God (1 Kings 11:1–11). After Solomon’s death, Jeroboam’s
idolatrous innovations would continue to cause Israel to sin for
two centuries (1 Kings 12:25–33; 14:16; 15:26). In addition, they
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were cursed with Baal worship, which was made the state religion
by Ahab and Jezebel (1 Kings 16:29–33; 21:25). This would surely
bring the wrath of God upon both Israel and Judah.

The Nature of Idolatry

Definition. “The idol localized and visualized the god it represented… Idolatry is the worship of created things rather than the Creator of all things” (Jenkins 19).
Old Testament authors do not distinguish between the worship
of other gods, the worship of images and the worship of the Lord
using images. (Alexander)

John M. G. Barclay defined idolatry as “deflection of worship
to a spurious ‘deity’…improper representation of the true God…
erroneous concepts of God” (Idolatry 73).
The presence of the deity with the statue was regarded as real,
and not merely representative. Some may have distinguished between the gods themselves and their images. But the visible image did not remain a mere image; it became inseparable with the
god itself.

Word Studies

It is enlightening and helpful to consider the biblical terms that
are used to describe false gods and their images. The Greek eidolon (commonly used in LXX) “normally means something unsubstantial, phantom-like (and therefore not worthy of worship)”
(Idolatry 2). “Twelve different Hebrew words are represented by
the English word ‘idol’” (Girdlestone 303). The words selected by
the Holy Spirit are deliberately pejorative, expressing contempt
and loathing, condemning idolatry as abhorrent, an abomination
in the sight of God and his people.
In Leviticus 19:4 God said, “Do not turn to idols or make for
yourselves molten gods; I am the Lord your God.” “Idol” here is
the word ‘elil. The textual note in the NET Bible suggests ‘elilim
is a diminutive play on words with ‘el, God, and “perhaps at the
same times, recalls a common Semitic word for ‘worthless; weak;
powerless; nothingness.’ Snaith suggests a rendering of ‘worthless
godlings’.” These worthless objects are merely the product of hu-
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man hands; they cannot help the worshipers; they are weak, and
worshiping them is a vain exercise.
Moses reminded Israel, “Moreover, you have seen their abominations and their idols of wood, stone, silver, and gold, which they
had with them” (Deut 29:17). The word abominations (shiqquts)
“refers to anything out of keeping with the nature and character
of Yahweh and therefore to be avoided by his people Israel” (NET
Bible Notes). It means “detested thing” and is rendered “filth” in
Nahum 3:6.
This noun is always used in connection with idolatrous practices,
either referring to the idols themselves as being abhorrent and detestable in God’s sight, or to something associated with the idolatrous abomination (Jer. 16:18; Ezek. 5:11; 7:20; 2 Chron. 15:8).
Not only are the idols an abomination, but they that worship
them “become detestable like that which they love” (Hos. 9:10),
for they identify themselves with the idols.… (TWOT 2:955)

First Kings 15:12 reads, “He [Asa] also put away the male
cult prostitutes from the land and removed all the idols which
his fathers had made.” The word for “idols” (gillul) is “always
used as a disdainful reference to idols. It is generally thought to
have originally referred to ‘dung pellets’” (NET Bible tn). Some
linguists suggest the meaning of “dung things, dung idols.” The
“very name gillullim indicates an essential feature of impurity”
(TDOT III: 2–3).
Another Hebrew term for idols is hahvel, which means “vanity.” 1 Kings 16:13 summarizes why God allowed Zimri to exterminate the house of Baasha: “for all the sins of Baasha and
the sins of Elah his son, which they sinned and which they made
Israel sin, provoking the Lord God of Israel to anger with their
idols.” It means “vapor, breath,” and it is rendered by terms such as
delusion, emptiness, futility, nothing, useless, vanity, and worthless. Hebel is the word used in 2 Kings 17:15: “And they followed
vanity and became vain….”
These terms stand in stark contrast with those used to describe
the true God: he is ‘El, and ‘Elohim, which denote his deity, with
all the included attributes. He is ‘El Shaddai, God Almighty;
there is nothing too hard for him to do. He is Adonai, and is such
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is Lord, owner, master. He is ‘El ‘Elyon, that is, God Most High,
the Sovereign Creator of the universe. He is exalted above all. His
name is Yahweh, Jehovah. “God’s personal existence, the continuity of His dealings with man, the unchangeableness of His promises, and the whole revelation of His redeeming mercy, gather
round the name Jehovah” (Girdlestone 38).

The Heart of the Problem

The heart of the problem was a problem of the heart: “Son of man,
these men have set up their idols in their hearts and have put right
before their faces the stumbling block of their iniquity” (Ezek.
14:30). This was said of the elders of Israel who came to Ezekiel
supposedly to seek the word of the Lord! (vs.1). Idolatry in the
heart had been incessant throughout their rebellious history as
a nation: “…because they rejected My ordinances, and as for My
statutes, they did not walk in them; they even profaned My sabbaths, for their heart continually went after their idols” (Ezek.
20:16). “But they rebelled against Me and were not willing to
listen to Me; they did not cast away the detestable things of their
eyes, nor did they forsake the idols of Egypt” (vs.8; cf. Ps. 78:37).
Even when there was reformation in the days of good King Josiah,
it was incomplete and ineffective because “Judah has not turned to
Me with her whole heart, but in pretense” (Jer. 3:10 NKJV).
Jeremiah said,

Failure to Know the Lord

Thus says the Lord, “Let not a wise man boast of his wisdom,
and let not the mighty man boast of his riches; but let him who
boasts boast of this, that he understands and knows Me, that
I am the Lord who exercises lovingkindness, justice and righteousness on earth; for I delight in these things,” declares the
Lord. (9:23–24)

But repeatedly God laments through the prophets that his people
do not know him! “For My people are foolish, they know Me not;
they are stupid children and have no understanding. They are
shrewd to do evil, but to do good they do not know” (Jer. 4:22).
They did not know the “way” of the Lord (Jer. 5:4). God’s people
had eyes, but they did not see; they had ears, but they did not
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hear (Jer. 5:21). The animal kingdom was more responsive than
his people: “Even the stork in the heavens knows her times, and
the turtledove, swallow, and crane keep the time of their coming,
but my people know not the rules of the Lord” (Jer. 8:7 ESV).
Earlier Isaiah had said, “The ox knows his master, the donkey
his owner’s manger, but Israel does not know, my people do not
understand” (1:3).
The stated purpose of the ten plagues, God’s “great judgments”
upon Egypt, was that “The Egyptians shall know that I am the
Lord” (Exod. 7:4–5). We are not surprised that the pagan Egyptians needed a “ten lesson course” in order to learn who the Lord
is. Arrogant Pharaoh had said, “Who is the Lord that I should
obey His voice to let Israel go? I do not know the Lord, and
besides, I will not let Israel go” (Exod. 5:2). It is only appropriate
that he and his pagan subjects learn who the Lord is. But we are
greatly saddened when it is said that God’s people need to know
that he is the Lord! And that is precisely what Ezekiel says some
sixty-five times in his book! (see Ezek. 6:7, 10, 13, 14, et al.).
The heartrending outcome of this willful ignorance of God
and his word is inevitable: “My people are destroyed for lack of
knowledge. Because you have rejected knowledge, I also will reject you from being My priest. Since you have forgotten the law
of your God, I also will forget your children” (Hos. 4:6). It is an
immutable law of God that we reap what we sow: “For they sow
the wind and they reap the whirlwind” (Hos. 8:7).

Degradation of True Religion

1. The Sin of Syncretism. Departure from truth always results in
deterioration of worship, as well as all aspects of life. Some tried
the approach of syncretistic worship. In Samaria, “They feared the
Lord and served their own gods according to the custom of the
nations from among whom they had been carried away into exile”
(2 Kings 17:33).
The inspired historian continued:
To this day they do according to the earlier customs: they do not
fear the Lord, nor do they follow their statutes or their ordinances or the law, or the commandments which the Lord commanded the sons of Jacob, whom He named Israel… So while
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these nations feared the Lord, they also served their idols; their
children likewise and their grandchildren, as their fathers did, so
they do to this day. (2 Kings 17:33, 41)
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Of course this eclectic admixture of directives from the Lord
with pagan influences was soundly rejected by him and his servants the prophets. Yet the people thought they could have it
both ways. When God transported Ezekiel by the Spirit in visions to the temple in Jerusalem, he saw seventy elders of Israel burning incense to all sorts of idols carved all around on the
walls (Ezek. 8:11–12). Ezekiel then saw the women sitting at the
northern entrance of the temple, weeping for Tammuz (a Babylonian god who each year died and was reborn, representing the
annual cycle of the seasons and crops; a god similar to Baal and
Anat of Canaan) (vs.14). He saw this to his “dismay” (NKJV; the
NET Bible in its textual note observes, “Given the context this
could be understood as a shock, e.g., idiomatically ‘Good grief! I
saw….’”). But God told Ezekiel there was worse to come, as next
he saw twenty-five men, apparently representing the twenty-four
orders of priests, plus the high priest, “…with their backs to the
temple of the Lord and their faces toward the east; and they
were prostrating themselves eastward toward the sun” (vs.16).
Their worship was abhorrent to the Lord; they had driven away
the Lord; the Shekinah, the glorious Divine Presence, had departed from the holy temple!
2. A disconnect between character and divine approval. They really
thought that as long as they had the temple, surely they had God’s
approval, no matter how they lived. God asked,
Will you steal, murder, and commit adultery and swear falsely,
and offer sacrifices to Baal and walk after other gods that you
have not known, then come and stand before Me in this house,
which is called by My name, and say, ‘We are delivered!’—that
you may do all these abominations? (Jer. 7:9–10)

3. Israel’s apostasy was inseparable from immorality. The principle
stated in Romans 1 is timeless: when one refuses to acknowledge
the true God, and changes his glory into an image made like corruptible man, when one exchanges the truth of God for lies and
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worships and serves the creature rather than the Creator, when
one chooses not to retain God in his knowledge, the result is a
downward spiral of degradation!
When Israel defiantly made the golden calf, that illegitimate
representation of God, we immediately see them “sitting down
to eat and drink, and rising to play” (Exod. 32:6). This was not
harmless; “play” here is a euphemism for fornication. When they
rejected the true view of the living God as he had revealed himself, immorality immediately followed. The sin of idolatry and
fornication occurred again at Baal-peor (Num. 25:2). “They came
to Baal-peor and devoted themselves to shame, and they became
as detestable as that which they loved” (Hos. 9:10).
4. A bad trade. Israel exchanged the glory of God, and for what?
“Thus they exchanged their glory for the image of an ox that eats
grass” (Ps. 106:20). The “glory of God” is like the “name of God.”
It stands for God himself, and all the divine glory that is his.
God asked, “Has a nation ever exchanged its gods? (but they were
not gods!) Yet My people have exchanged their Glory for useless
idols” (CSB). In making this exchange, God said that his people
“have committed two evils: they have forsaken Me, the fountain
of living waters, to hew for themselves cisterns, broken cisterns
that can hold no water” (Jer. 2:13). In forsaking God they turned
their back on him who is the source of every good and perfect gift,
the fountain from whence all blessings flow.
5. Deceitfulness of sin. Ironically, even as Judah’s sins were bringing the nation to unspeakable disaster, they were congratulating
themselves that God was with them! “Her leaders pronounce
judgment for a bribe, her priests instruct for a price and her prophets divine for money. Yet they lean on the Lord saying, ‘Is not the
Lord in our midst? Calamity will not come upon us’” (Mic. 3:11).

Committing Spiritual Adultery Against God

God had chosen Israel to be his own special people. She was to be
exclusively devoted to him as is a wife to her husband. To follow
after other gods is to commit adultery. This is especially seen in the
book of Hosea: “My people consult their wooden idol, and their
diviner’s wand informs them; for a spirit of harlotry has led them
astray, and they have played the harlot, departing from their God”
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(4:12). The NET Bible reads, “The wind of prostitution blows them
astray; they commit spiritual adultery against their God.”
God looked about to find a man who could communicate this
message of divine suffering brought about by his adulterous people; someone who could effectively demonstrate that God was like
a faithful husband who grieves because his wife has rejected him,
and has broken the relationship with repeated adultery. What can
cause greater grief than that? God found just the right man in his
servant Hosea! Hosea personally lived his message. Hosea loved
his wife, but she became guilty of repeated adultery, even bearing
children that were not his. After she was put away, Hosea took
her back. God was grieved because his people had rejected him
again and again (Hos. 1–3). But the promise was that of restoration in Christ “in the latter days” (Hos. 3:3).

The Incomparable Greatness of Jehovah

The theme of Isaiah 40–48 is that of theological contrasts between God and idols. “The prophet entered an all-out war against
the idols, setting forth the Lord as sole deity” (Hailey 32). God’s
greatness is seen in comparing him with the creation (40:12); he is
infinite in knowledge (40:13–14); before him the nations are “like
a drop from a bucket” (40:15); he is so worthy of worship that the
forests of Lebanon are insufficient to provide fires for burnt offerings (40:16). God rules in the kingdoms of men (40:23–24); he
created the stars and calls them by name (40:26). Isaiah continues:
Do you not know? Have you not heard? The Everlasting God,
the Lord, the Creator of the ends of the earth does not become weary or tired. His understanding is inscrutable. He gives
strength to the weary, and to him who lacks might He increases
power. Though youths grow weary and tired, and vigorous young
men stumble badly, yet those who wait for the Lord will gain
new strength; they will mount up with wings like eagles, they
will run and not get tired, they will walk and not become weary.
(40:28–31)

In contrast,
As for the idol, a craftsman casts it, a goldsmith plates it with
gold, and a silversmith fashions chains of silver. He who is too
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impoverished for such an offering selects a tree that does not rot;
he seeks out for himself a skillful craftsman to prepare an idol
that will not totter. (40:19–20)

God challenges the idol, which has to be nailed down so that
it does not totter (41:7), to do something, such as declare former
events, or declare what is going to come (41:21). There is no hesitation to use ridicule:
Declare the things that are going to come afterward, that we
may know that you are gods; indeed, do good or evil, that we
may anxiously look about us and fear together. Behold, you are of
no account, and your work amounts to nothing; he who chooses
you is an abomination. (41:23–24; cf. 44:9–20)

On the other hand God called Cyrus the Mede by name long
before he was born as his “shepherd” who “…will perform all My
desire. And he declares of Jerusalem, ‘she will be built,’ and of the
temple, ‘your foundation will be laid.’” (For fulfillment see Ezra
1:1–2).
The true God promised his people he would be with them to
strengthen them and help them (41:10). Most importantly, he
would send his Servant, the Messiah (42:1–4). Precious promises
are given in this context (43:1–7). Again, what can the worthless
idols do?
Idols such as Bel and Nebo had to be carried (Isa. 46:1–2). In
contrast, God had carried Israel! (Isa. 46:3–4). How blind one
must be to not see the difference:
To whom would you liken Me and make Me equal and compare Me, that we would be alike? Those who lavish gold from
the purse and weigh silver on the scale hire a goldsmith, and
he makes it into a god; they bow down, indeed they worship
it. They lift it upon the shoulder and carry it; they set it in its
place and it stands there. It does not move from its place. Though
one may cry to it, it cannot answer; it cannot deliver him from
his distress. Remember this, and be assured; recall it to mind,
you transgressors. Remember the former things long past, for I
am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is no one
like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient
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times things which have not been done, saying, “My purpose
will be established, and I will accomplish all My good pleasure.”
(Isa. 46:5–10)

The Problem of False Prophets
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Satan has always had his counterfeits. God both anticipated and
condemned the false prophet who “speaks a word presumptuously in My name which I have not commanded him to speak”
(Deut. 18:20). Ezekiel 13 gives us insight as to God’s view of
the false prophets—“foolish prophets, who are following their
own spirit and have seen nothing” (vs. 3). Instead of helping by
building the wall, they were making God’s people spiritually
defenseless (vs. 5). They made a pretense to inspiration, saying
“The Lord declares” but the Lord had not sent them (vs. 6); such
claims to speak for God were lies (vss. 7–8). God was grieved “…
because they have misled My people by saying “Peace!’ where
there is no peace” (vs. 10). The false prophets did great harm by
creating a false sense of security within their hearers. The word
picture used is that of an unstable wall plastered over with whitewash (NASU), or untempered mortar (vs. 14). Such a wall cannot
stand the test of God’s judgment of flooding rain and hailstones;
it will surely collapse!
Not only were there false prophets, there were also false prophetesses: “Now you, son of man, set your face against the daughters
of your people who are prophesying from their own inspiration.
Prophesy against them” (Ezek. 13:17). God’s people “who listen
to lies” were also condemned (vs. 19). Truly, if the blind lead the
blind, both will fall into a pit. Because false teachers speak lies,
people lose their souls. God said the righteous were discouraged,
and the wicked emboldened, which was the very opposite of what
he intended (vs. 22).
God’s grief because of the false prophets was shared by Jeremiah: “My heart within me is broken because of the prophets”
(23:9 NKJV); the false prophets “strengthen the hands of evildoers,
so that no one turns back from his wickedness” (vs. 14). “Thus
says the Lord of hosts: ‘Do not listen to the words of the prophets who prophesy to you, filling you with vain hopes. They speak
visions of their own minds, not from the mouth of the Lord”
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(vs. 16 ESV). “I did not send these prophets, but they ran. I did
not speak to them, but they prophesied” (vs. 21 NASU). “Behold,
I am against those who have prophesied false dreams,” declares
the Lord, “and related them and led My people astray by their
falsehoods and reckless boasting; yet I did not send them or command them, nor do they furnish this people the slightest benefit,”
declares the Lord (vs. 32). “…you have perverted the words of the
living God, the Lord of hosts, our God” (vs. 36).

The Suffering of God: “I Was Crushed”

God was not detached emotionally by his peoples’ apostasy. He
did not and could not remove himself and his feelings from their
rejection of him, and from its consequential judgment. God said,
“I was crushed by their adulterous heart which has departed from
me” (Ezek. 6:9 NKJV). Comparative readings are instructive:
“how I have been hurt by their adulterous hearts” (NASU); “I have
been broken” (ESV); “They will realize how I was crushed by their
unfaithful heart” (NET); “how I have been grieved by their adulterous hearts” (NIV). Often we look at sin from the standpoint of
the harm and destruction it causes to the transgressor himself as
well as to others that might be impacted. This text helps us to see
the effect of Israel’s unfaithfulness upon God!
The Psalmist referred to the earlier biblical period of wandering, saying, “How often they rebelled against Him in the wilderness and grieved Him in the desert! Again and again they tempted
God, and pained the Holy One of Israel” (Ps. 78:40–41, emphasis
mine, lm). Isaiah said, “But they rebelled and grieved His Holy
Spirit” (63:10). “It is those who love us who grieve at our wrong
doings” (Flatt 85).
Isaiah 65:1–2 states,
I permitted Myself to be sought by those who did not ask for Me;
I permitted Myself to be found by those who did not seek Me. I
said, “Here am I, here am I,” To a nation which did not call on
My name. I have spread out My hands all day long to a rebellious
people, who walk in the way which is not good, following their
own thoughts.

Terence E. Fretheim has devoted an entire book, The Suffering of
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God, to this topic of divine suffering. Referencing this Isaiah text
he writes,
Here God recalls how the divine eagerness for intimacy has been
ignored. God stands and offers himself in a cry that, in view
of the invitation having been rejected, is almost heart-rending:
“Here am I, here am I.” God’s hands are extended all day long in
invitation, even to a rebellious people; but they would have none
of God. Judgment must fall, but again it is accompanied by a
heart full of grief. (118–19)

The writings of the prophets are punctuated with God’s plea for
his people’s repentance, which would have averted or at least forestalled judgment, but except for a remnant, those entreaties went
unheeded (Isa. 55:7; Jer. 3:14, 22; 6:16).

Drastic Measures

Just as a spouse might seek every conceivable means to restore
a broken relationship, God took “drastic measures” to call his
people back unto himself, and out of the peril in which they had
situated themselves. Consider the flurry of prophetic activity, on
the part of both literary and non-literary prophets, that is concurrent with Israel’s apostasy that led to the captivity. Look at the
sheer number of biblical books that fit in the period from Solomon’s
death to the exile! Consider the cluster of miracles that occur at
this time, especially those of the prophets Elijah and Elisha. Reflect on the divine intervention that occurs: giving wicked Ahab
the victory over the Syrians (1 Kings 20) and restoring the borders
of Israel in the days of Jereboam II that approximated the territory
governed by David and Solomon (2 Kings 14:25).
Truly God was “pulling out the stops” to show what he could
do, to show what he wanted to do, if only they would turn their
hearts back unto him. Israel’s response was, “But My people
would not heed My voice, and Israel would have none of Me” (Ps.
81:11 NKJV).

Rejection of God’s Prophets and His Word

Isaiah 30:9–11 epitomizes the people’s rejection of the word of
the Lord:
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For this is a rebellious people, false sons, Sons who refuse to listen To the instruction of the Lord; Who say to the seers, “You
must not see visions”; And to the prophets, “You must not prophesy to us what is right, speak to us pleasant words, prophesy illusions. “Get out of the way, turn aside from the path, let us hear
no more about the Holy One of Israel.”

The Jews had become children who did not love their heavenly
Father; they had no delight in hearing his word. In reality they
wanted to be ridded of him. When they refused to hear God’s
servants the prophets, they were not rejecting men, but God who
had sent them. “They have despised the Holy One of Israel, They
have turned away from Him” (Isa. 1:4). The prophets repeatedly
point to this rejection of God and his word as being the root cause
of the calamities that were to come: “She heeded no voice, she accepted no instruction. She did not trust in the Lord, she did not
draw near to her God” (Zeph. 3:2).
The inspired historian said,
The Lord, the God of their fathers, sent word to them again and
again by His messengers, because He had compassion on His
people and on His dwelling place; but they continually mocked
the messengers of God, despised His words and scoffed at His
prophets, until the wrath of the Lord arose against His people,
until there was no remedy. (2 Chron. 36:15–16)

The Lord spoke, but they paid no attention (cf. 2 Chron. 33:10).
The “national prayer” in which the Levites led the post-captivity Jews looked back and freely confessed,
And [You] admonished them in order to turn them back to Your
law. Yet they acted arrogantly and did not listen to Your commandments but sinned against Your ordinances, By which if a
man observes them he shall live. And they turned a stubborn
shoulder and stiffened their neck, and would not listen. However, You bore with them for many years, And admonished them
by Your Spirit through Your prophets, Yet they would not give
ear. Therefore You gave them into the hand of the peoples of the
lands. (Neh. 9:29–30)

Trusting in Gods That Cannot Save

Trusting in an Arm of Flesh

89

Another manifestation of a lack of faith in God and his ability to
defend and provide for his people was Israel’s practice of making
alliances with the pagan nations:
Woe to those who go down to Egypt for help and rely on horses,
and trust in chariots because they are many and in horsemen because they are very strong, but they do not look to the Holy One
of Israel, nor seek the Lord!… Now the Egyptians are men and
not God, and their horses are flesh and not spirit; so the Lord
will stretch out His hand, and he who helps will stumble and
he who is helped will fall, and all of them will come to an end
together. (Isa. 31:1, 3)

The two world powers of Isaiah’s day were Egypt and Assyria. In
his commentary on Isaiah, Homer Hailey referred to those who
advocated an alliance with Egypt (against Assyria) as an “Egyptian party,” and those who would capitulate to Assyria as the “Assyrian party.” Isaiah “urged loyalty to the Lord as the only way to
salvation” (26–27).
Even going back to the period of the judges, Israel erroneously
thought that a better organized military force (under a king as
leader) would be the answer. They were dealing with symptoms
and not with root causes (i.e., their own sin and idolatry).
The wonderful prophecy of the virgin birth (Isa. 7:14) is in a
context of God’s telling Judah’s king Ahaz to trust in God, not in
Assyria, for deliverance. But Ahaz had made up his mind to lean
not on the Lord, but on Tiglath-Pileser. This would backfire on
Judah, as “waters” of Assyria would overflow and pass through
(Isa. 8:6–8; cf. Isa. 30:7; Jer. 2:17–19; Ezek. 16:26, 28).

We Resemble What We Worship

Children are natural imitators. We were impressed with this
when our five-year-old daughter would come in from school, and
then play school in her room at home. Her teacher, Mrs. G., was
ideal for kindergarten. Alysha would line up her dolls, and in a
teeny-tiny voice so suited for kindergarten kids, would say, “Today, boys and girls, we are going to have story time.” Or it would
be “show and tell.” They would often sit in a circle; it was always
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calm in Mrs. G’s class. Then came first grade. Our little girl still
made her way to her room after school. She still lined up her dolls
and played school. But her mother and I observed some striking
differences both in tone and content. Now she had Mrs. T, Coach
T’s wife, for her teacher. So our six-year-old teacher (loudly and
gruffly) told her students, “All right you guys! Sit down and shut
up or I’ll knock your heads off!”
We are made to be “imaging beings” (Beale 291). This is true
for good or ill. If we worship the true God in spirit and in truth,
we become more and more like him; through God’s gracious provisions, we become partakers of the divine nature (2 Pet. 1:4). As
we are risen with Christ, seeking the thing above, setting our
mind on things above, dying to self, letting Christ become our
life, our all (Col. 3:1–4, 11), we become more and more like Jesus.
Paul said, “Therefore be imitators of God as dear children” (Eph.
5:1; cf. Rom. 8:28–29; 2 Cor. 3:18).
But Israel became like the idols they worshiped. “They rejected
His statutes and His covenant which He made with their fathers
and His warnings with which He warned them. And they followed vanity and became vain [emphasis mine, lm], and went after
the nations which surrounded them, concerning which the Lord
had commanded them not to do like them” (2 Kings 17:15). They
“walked after emptiness and became empty” (Jer. 2:5). Israel “became as detestable as that which they loved” (Hos. 9:10). This
principle of becoming like what we worship is seen in numerous
passages. The Psalmist said,
Their idols are silver and gold, the work of man’s hands. They
have mouths, but they cannot speak; they have eyes, but they
cannot see; They have ears, but they cannot hear; they have noses,
but they cannot smell; They have hands, but they cannot feel;
they have feet, but they cannot walk; They cannot make a sound
with their throat. Those who make them will become like them, Everyone who trusts in them [emphasis mine, lm). (Ps. 115:4–8; cf.
135:15–18)

God’s people truly became like the idols they worshiped, as we see
in Isaiah’s call to the prophetic office:
Then I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, “Whom shall I send,
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and who will go for Us?” Then I said, “Here am I. Send me!” He
said, “Go, and tell this people: ‘Keep on listening, but do not
perceive; Keep on looking, but do not understand.’ Render the
hearts of this people insensitive, Their ears dull, And their eyes
dim, Otherwise they might see with their eyes, Hear with their
ears, Understand with their hearts, And return and be healed.”
(6:8–10)
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Do you see the connection? The idols the people worshiped had
eyes, but they could not see. The images had ears, but they could
not hear. The gods had mouths but they could not speak. The
people had become like that which they worshiped! They were
spiritually insensitive. The “sensory-organ-malfunction” that
characterized the people reflected the blind, deaf, and speechless
gods they worshiped.
Isaiah made earlier reference to the widespread sins of idolatry: “Their land has also been filled with idols; they worship the
work of their hands, that which their fingers have made” (2:8). He
condemns “their idols of silver and their idols of gold, which they
made for themselves to worship” (2:20). It is as if God is saying,
“You like idols, you find them so desirable (Isa. 1:29), you want
the idols instead of me? OK, I’ll give you what you want. You
will become like the idols you worship.” (G. K. Beale thoroughly
develops this concept in his book, We Become What We Worship).

The Appeal of Idolatry

What was it that made idolatry so appealing, so alluring, that it
would be a stone of stumbling over and over again to the people
of God? There were, no doubt, many factors.

1. Indulging the flesh. Topping the list would have to be the sensual element. When you have answered the question of why there
is today so much sexual immorality, pornography, and various
sexual perversions, you have answered the question of why idolatry had such strong appeal. Peter speaks of those who “indulge
in the lust of defiling passion and despise authority” (2 Pet. 2:10
ESV). But it was not merely that idolatry was intertwined with
immorality; it was sanctioned and legitimized. It was how you
worshiped the gods!
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2. Its very prevalence. It is hard to grasp how pervasive were false
gods and idolatrous worship, but such was the setting of the biblical world. With its prevalence there was acceptance; it was the
“norm.” Even today as one visits the Bible lands, there remains
much evidence of the enveloping idolatry of the biblical world.

3. Idolatry “targeted” people’s “ felt needs.” When Jeroboam devised
his “new religion” that was such a major factor in Israel’s apostasy,
he appealed to the people’s innate desire for convenience. It was
“too much for you to go up to Jerusalem” even though that was
what God required at that time. Overlooked was the fact that our
faith and our relationship with God must be based on deep and
abiding conviction, not convenience. Dan and Bethel just made
more sense. Jeroboam’s feast (eighth month, fifteenth day) was
“like” the feast in Jerusalem (seventh month, fifteenth day). And
of course no one wants to be legalistic, so he appointed priests
from all the tribes who were not of Levi. People wanted gods they
could see; besides, having calves of gold would surely help them fit
in much better in the community (1 Kings 12:26–33).

Application

A summation of the root causes of Israel’s apostasy would include
instability; the heart was divided (Hos. 10:2). Israel “willingly
walked by human precept” (Hos. 5:11). They “set their heart on
their iniquity” (Hos. 4:8). There was a deliberate lack of knowledge of God and his word (Hos. 4:6). They were lifted up with
pride (Hos. 5:5), about which God had specifically warned (Deut.
8:14–20).
Every one of these sins can be pitfalls for us today (1 Cor.
10:12). God requires the same commitment now as he did in Old
Testament times. We cannot be of a divided heart, of a divided
loyalty. The unstable, double-minded man will receive nothing
from the Lord (Jas. 1:7). Christ must be our life (Col. 3:1–11).
We must have the mind of Christ toward doing the Father’s will
(John 4:34; 8:29; 9:4). It’s not enough that the “demon” be removed only to leave our house empty; it must be filled with Christ
(Matt. 12:43–45). In Malachi’s day idolatry had been replaced by
laxity; though their idols were gone, God was so displeased he
was ready for someone to “shut the gates” (Mal. 1:10).
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We are warned specifically in the New Testament that covetousness is idolatry (Col. 3:5; Eph. 5:5). We must not trust in
riches but in God (1 Tim. 6:17). A danger that must not be ignored is being rich in this world’s good, but not rich toward God
(Luke 12:15–21). Difficult times, grievous times, will come when
men are lovers of themselves, lovers of money, and lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God (2 Tim. 3:1–4).
Another area of application pertains to our faith in the gospel.
We do not need to be intimidated by the modern “market-driven” culture. Eugene Peterson, author of The Message, addressed
this mentality in an interview entitled, “Spirituality for All the
Wrong Reasons”:
Do we realize how almost exactly the Baal culture of Canaan is
reproduced in American church culture? Baal religion is about
what makes you feel good. Baal worship is a total immersion
in what I can get out of it. And of course, it was incredibly successful. The Baal priests could gather crowds that outnumbered
followers of Yahweh 20 to 1. There was sex, there was excitement, there was music, there was ecstasy, there was dance. “We
got girls over here, friends. We got statues, girls, and festivals.”
This was great stuff. And what did the Hebrews have to offer in
response? The Word. What’s the Word?…
It’s the biggest word we have—salvation, being saved. We are
saved from a way of life in which there was no resurrection. And
we’re being saved from ourselves. One way to define spiritual life
is getting so tired and fed up with yourself you go on to something better, which is following Jesus.
But the minute we start advertising the faith in terms of benefits, we’re just exacerbating the self problem. “With Christ, you’re
better, stronger, more likeable, you enjoy some ecstasy.” But it’s
just more self. Instead, we want to get people bored with themselves so they can start looking at Jesus. (Christianity Today)

Conclusion

When the prophet Daniel rebuked Belshazzar for praising the
gods of silver and gold, he went on to say, “But the God in whose
hand are your life-breath and your ways, you have not glorified”
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(Dan. 5:23). We need to remember always that what was true of
Belshazzar is no less true of us—God holds our very breath in
his hand. We must be about the business of glorifying him (cf.
Acts 17:25).
The book of Judges shows “that the apostasy was rooted in the
failure of the nation to transmit the memory of Yhwh’s acts of
deliverance to the next generation (2:10)” (Block 46). We must
not allow that to happen in our homes and in our congregations!
We noted earlier that Ezekiel in vision saw the Lord depart
from his temple (Ezek. 8), and later that temple was destroyed by
the Babylonians. When through inspiration Ezekiel saw the new
temple in the new city of the Messianic age, he said the name
of the city shall be Yhvh Shammah, “The Lord is there” (48:35).
God’s people, the church, are that temple and city (Eph. 2:19–22;
Heb. 12:22–23). He is in our midst. With God’s help let us not allow any idol or any sin to mar or destroy that special relationship.
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Who is to Blame for This Mess?
Monte Hampton
The people of God have always existed as a society within society.
Whether the Egyptians, from whose midst God summoned the
incipient nation of Israel, the Babylonians, into whose hand his
people would be exiled, or the Roman Empire, into which Christ
and Christianity were born, pagan culture and power have always
surrounded God’s people. In the fifth century a.d. the North
African bishop Augustine characterized this long co-existence
as the story of the “city of God” over against the many incarnations of the “earthly city,” which had been “mingled together
from the beginning down to the end.” Those subscribing to God’s
ideals concerning what it means to be a human being, to scriptural teachings on morality, ethics, community, and destiny, have
had to choose them over numerous rival conceptions, ever pulsing
through the world around them. Of these two “cities,” Augustine
wrote, “the earthly one has made to herself…false gods…but she
which is heavenly, and is a pilgrim on the earth, does not make
false gods, but is herself made by the true God….” (2:292). Such
was the ideal. In reality (as Augustine knew), the heavenly city
had often disturbingly resembled the earthly city.
Like Adam and Eve, for whom the paradise of Eden and the
presence of God proved insufficient incentive to respect his directives, the chosen nation of Israel continually modeled her behavior after the ways of her pagan neighbors rather than Yahweh,
who had created and sustained her. He had provided the Law,
chosen their city of Jerusalem as the place for his name, and filled
the Temple on Mt. Zion with the glory of his presence, but these
incredible blessings did not dissuade his beloved bride from com97
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mitting spiritual adultery over and again. He wanted his people
to emulate him (“You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am
holy,” Lev. 19:2 ESV), but their worship of idols insured that they
were becoming more and more like the mute, impotent, helpless gods they worshipped (Beale 141–42). Prophet after prophet
warned that idolatry, and the immorality and injustice that invariably flowed from idolatry, would spell the demise of the nation. The problem of injustice figured largely in the message of
the prophet Amos, who promised a wrathful “day of the Lord”
for “those who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the
earth and turn aside the way of the afflicted” (2:7). Their shallow,
perfunctory religious observances counted little with Yahweh.
They should rather “let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream” (5:24). Otherwise, God
would send them “into exile beyond Damascus” (5:27).
The recalcitrance of the northern tribes of Israel addressed
by Amos indeed resulted in their deportation by Assyrian invaders in 722 b.c., but these horrors did not sufficiently soften
the hearts of their brothers and sisters in the south for them to
heed similar warnings from other prophets. To be sure, a handful
of spiritual Indian summers delayed her decline, and the pagan
power threatening her was the newly ascendant Babylonian Empire rather than the now vanquished Assyrians, but by the earlysixth century b.c. Judah had met a similar fate of destruction and
deportation into a pagan land. Ezekiel, a prophet who himself
ended up in Babylonian exile, identified the same types of sin in
Judah’s case: idolatry and injustice. The Lord identified the latter when, responding to Ezekiel’s shock upon seeing a vision of
Jerusalem’s judgment, he said, “The guilt of the house of Israel
and Judah is exceedingly great; The land is full of blood, and the
city full of injustice” (9:9). The preceding chapter shows Ezekiel
witnessing the appalling spectacle of idolatry in the Temple, to
such a degree that the very Shekinah glory of the Lord ultimately
vacates his own house. The temple of Yahweh had become a gallery of idolatry: a certain “image of jealousy” (8:5); “every form
of creeping thing and loathsome beast” (8:10)—likely connected
to forms of serpent worship ubiquitous in the ancient Near East
(Taylor 98–99); the worship of “Tamnuz” (8:14), a Sumerian god
of vegetation and fertility; and the worship of the sun (8:16). Such
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“great abominations,” God told Ezekiel, will “drive me far from
my sanctuary.…” (8:6) Indeed, “the glory of the God of Israel” departed the cherubim, God’s dwelling place among Israel since the
days of the tabernacle. God’s glory first moved to “the threshold
of the house” (9:3; 10:4), then, tragically, the glorious presence of
God left the Temple altogether (11:13).
The incongruous prospect of being the people of God without the presence of God, and the catastrophic failure that was
the Babylonian exile, weighed heavily on the displaced Israelites.
With Jerusalem and the Temple destroyed, how could things ever
be the same? Making a life as captives in a foreign land would not
be easy. Living in strange environs, surrounded by foreign gods,
and inundated with a foreign culture (which was conveyed in a
foreign tongue), many pined for Zion and home. Psalm 137: 1–6
captures something of this sense of nostalgic loss and disquiet:
By the waters of Babylon,
there we sat down and wept,
when we remembered Zion.
On the willows] there
we hung up our lyres.
For there our captors
required of us songs,
and our tormentors, mirth, saying,
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
How shall we sing the Lord’s song
in a foreign land?
If I forget you, O Jerusalem,
let my right hand forget its skill!
Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth,
if I do not remember you,
if I do not set Jerusalem
above my highest joy!”

So, who was to blame for all of the pain, sorrow, and disruption of
the exile? The prophets, of course, had told Israel and Judah that
such calamities would befall them as divine judgment for their
stubborn refusal to heed God’s warnings, to turn back to him
in repentance. But was everyone guilty? If so, did all deserve the
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same punishment? The events of the Babylonian invasion—the
widespread killing, the destruction of Jerusalem, and the deportation to Mesopotamia—occurred on such a colossal, aggregate
scale. It all seemed so indiscriminate, so blind to the manifold
nature of human guilt. It raised fundamental questions about the
nature of human responsibility before God.

Individual Culpability for Individual Sins

“The soul who sins shall die” (Ezek. 18:4, 20). Ezekiel records
these words in response to a popular notion, apparently circulating among the exiles, which held that the punishment upon
one generation resulted from the wrongs committed by previous
generations. Indeed, the sentiment had achieved proverbial status, being articulated in the maxim, “The fathers have eaten sour
grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge” (18:2; also Jer.
31:29 and Lam. 5:7). God tells Ezekiel that the people of Israel
should cease using the proverb because, in fact, each person is
responsible for one’s own sins. In terms of accountability, the son
is not merely a morally inert extension of his father. Rather, “… all
souls are mine,” says the Lord, “the soul of the father as well as the
soul of the son is mine.” A son may choose wickedness after being
reared by a righteous father (18: 10–13). Conversely, the choices
of an ungodly father may lead the spiritually alert son assiduously
to avoid such evil (18: 14–18). In either case, “The righteousness
of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of the
wicked shall be upon himself ” (18:20).
Discerning the origin of this faulty proverb is difficult. Perhaps,
it developed from a skewed reading of the Decalogue’s warning
in Exodus 20:5 that the Lord would visit the idolatrous “iniquity
of the fathers on the children to the third and the fourth generation” (Alexander 823; Taylor 147). A passage probably intended to
address the multi-generational consequences of sin, or multi-generational influence of sinful conduct, may have been read by the
exiles as teaching that the guilt (and punishment) for sins would
be borne by the offspring of the sinners. Given the pervasiveness
of the divine judgment rained down on Judah by the Babylonian
invaders, it is easy to imagine how the survivors might have concluded that God’s punishment for sin was generally dispensed in
blanket, indiscriminate fashion. Whatever the provenance of the
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proverb, it carried dangerously fatalistic implications, encouraging further moral irresponsibility on the part of the captives: If
our generation’s fate has already been determined by our parents,
then our personal choices are of no consequence.
This aphorism did not accurately convey the truth regarding
responsibility for sin, however, because punishment for sin, Ezekiel says, evinces personal guilt, not the inheritance of parental
guilt (see also Gen. 2:17; 4:7; Deut. 24:16; 2 Kings 14:6). What
sins had Ezekiel’s audience committed? The three hypothetical
generations provided to illustrate the principle of individual culpability in chapter 18 very likely provide the basic categories of
wrong in which the people of Judah had participated. First, the
Lord presents a righteous man (vss. 5–9). Second, he presents the
evil son of this righteous father (vss. 10–13). Finally, he presents,
in turn, the righteous son of that evil father (vss. 14–18). In each
of these scenarios, however, the sins are the same: idolatry (“eats
upon the mountains,” “lifts up his eyes to the idols …,” vss. 5, 11,
12, 15), immorality (“defile his neighbor’s wife,” vss. 6, 11, 15),
and injustice (“bread to the hungry,” vss. 6, 17; “oppresses the
poor and needy,” vs. 12). These categories echo salient emphases
running throughout the admonitions of most prophets sent to Israel and Judah. The point was straightforward: If you have found
your security or identity in attachment to idols, if you have (often
as a result of this attachment) participated in immorality, if you
have unjustly ignored the plight of the marginalized and needy,
then you are individually guilty. No amount of deflecting blame
onto someone else will extenuate your culpability in the eyes of
the Lord. “The souls who sins shall die.”

Individual Culpability for Collective Sins

While such thinking, unfortunately, might resonate with twenty-first century Americans who may believe they can absolve
themselves of guilt by falling back on their genetic wiring or
the circumstances of their upbringing, most Americans will find
the doctrine of individual culpability for individual wrongs comfortably familiar. It squares with a very modern, very American
sense of fairness. “Yes”—one can hear the chorus of American
assent—“‘the souls who sins’…he or she should be the one who
pays.” But what about the others in Israel, less obviously identifi-
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able as flagrant sinners, who also were swept away by the nondiscriminating flood of Babylonian judgment? If responsibility
extends no further than to the boundaries of individual action,
strictly understood, then one might fairly ask how the prophet
Ezekiel, who was by all the scriptural accounts an exemplary
individual, ended up in Babylon. A hyper-individualistic notion
of accountability also cannot accommodate the prophet Daniel’s
repeated use of first person plural pronouns when acknowledging Israel’s guilt in his prayer for the exiles (Dan. 9). Daniel’s
legendary righteousness warranted his inclusion into the eleventh chapter of Hebrews, that Hall of Fame of the faithful.
Yet, Daniel prays to God as though he were culpable for the
sins of the nation: “We have sinned and done wrong and acted
wickedly and rebelled,” he confessed, “We have not listened to
your servants the prophets, who spoke in your name.…” (9:5–6,
emphasis mine, mh). Further, “To us, O Lord, belongs open
shame, to our kings, to our princes, and to our fathers, because
we have sinned against you” (vs. 8, emphasis mine, mh; see also
vss. 9–19). Rather than singling out the most egregious acts of
the most notorious Israelites, Daniel sees the entire community
of Israel as culpable for the sins leading to the captivity: “All Israel has transgressed your law and turned aside, refusing to obey
your voice” (9:11, emphasis mine, mh).
The same individual ownership of collective wrongs appears in
the books of Nehemiah and Ezra. In the extended public confession of sin recorded in Nehemiah chapter 9, the assembly openly
acknowledges that the pagan domination of Israel stemmed from
her sinfulness. Those confessing make no attempt to parse out the
guilty from the innocent, or the overtly guilty from the somewhat
guilty. Rather, they identify with the historical community of Israel in all its iniquitous past, declaring, “Our kings, our princes,
our priests, and our fathers have not kept your law or paid attention to your commandments and your warnings that you gave
them” (vs. 34). Indeed, the present predicament—“slaves this day,
in the land that you gave to our fathers”—has come “because of
our sins” (vss. 36–37, emphasis mine, mh). Ezra displays the same
personal accountability for the sins of his countrymen. When informed that many among the Israelites had inter-married with
pagans, Ezra mourns and lifts a penitential prayer to God: “…
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our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has
mounted up to the heavens” (9:6, emphasis mine, mh). Locating himself within the sinful trajectory of his nation, he exclaims,
“From the days of our fathers to this day we have been in great
guilt” (9:7, emphasis mine, mh).
Such language warns against a simplistic, overly individualized conception of human culpability. Any biblically informed
understanding of responsibility for sin must acknowledge that individuals may pay for both their own personal sins and also—on
some level—the sins of their community. But is this just? While
Scripture restricts the business of judging human beings to God
alone (Rom. 14:10–12; 2 Cor. 5:10), its repeated affirmations of
the justice of God—and the innate sense of “should” and “ought”
within the human breast—invite the question.
Before addressing the question of God’s fairness in dispensing such collective judgment, however, the inquisitor must first
acknowledge that human notions regarding what is “just” or “fair”
are hardly infallible, having been informed to a considerable degree by sentiments and habits of mind inherited from one’s culture.
As heirs of the Enlightenment and its characteristic individualism,
for instance, people in the modern West may find the prospect of
collective guilt disturbing. Englishman N. T. Wright notes that
over the past two or three centuries “the expansion of empires and
industry, of commerce and entrepreneurship, has created a climate
in which the individual is what matters, and where that individual
has to look out for him- or herself.” Advertisers tailor their message to these narcissistic tendencies, Wright observes, knowing
that “our culture has encouraged us to see ourselves as the centre
of the universe, to believe that human flourishing and fulfillment
come from looking after Number One…there is no such thing as
society, only individuals working for themselves.” This mentality contrasts sharply with the more communally oriented mindset
typical of the ancients addressed in the biblical documents (“New
Creation” 1; see also Hays 204). Living in a country whose leaders
have publicly championed “rugged individualism,” and ascribed
to all the world’s individuals the “unalienable right” to the “pursuit of happiness,” American readers of Scripture may fail to grasp
how radically individualistic are their cultural assumptions vis-àvis those of their ancient counterparts. Indeed, the very framing
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of the issue as “Individual Culpability for Collective Sins” may
itself reveal a modern bias toward individualism.
Nevertheless, a few observations bearing on the question of
God’s justice in these matters may in order. First, innocent individuals do bear the consequences of the sins of others, whether from
prior generations or their own generation. While this phenomenon may look from a distance like the unfair condemnation of
the innocent, in reality it says nothing about the guilt or innocence
of such sufferers. (It speaks volumes, however, about the impartial,
chaotic destructiveness of sin.) The child who grows up in poverty
and neglect due to the drunkenness and shiftlessness of his father,
for instance, may bear the consequences—not the guilt—of his
father’s evil. Though ultimately delivered, the prophet Jeremiah
initially finds himself “in chains,” being herded toward Babylon
along with the guilty masses (Jer. 40:1). Later, Jeremiah is forced
to join an ill-fated flight to Egypt, against which he (and the Lord)
advised. No doubt, Jeremiah did not “deserve” such treatment.
Scripture presents him as a very godly person, but he shares—for a
time—in the inexorable consequences of Israel’s national wrongs.
Similarly, an otherwise “good” church may suffer collectively from
the impenitence of one brother, whose sin, like “a little yeast…
works through the whole batch of dough” (1 Cor. 5:6)
Second, when it comes to the question of human culpability,
the hyper-individualist perspective suffers from significant blind
spots. The hyper-individualist seldom appreciates the variety and
severity of his own sin, for example. When he is scandalized by
the possibility of the innocent individual being held accountable
for the sins of the community, he forgets that he, himself, does not
merit inclusion among the innocent. To be sure, his sins may be of
a different type—less grievous (in his imagination) or less public
(more likely). As Jesus repeatedly taught, however, the prospect of
one human self-righteously dismissing fellow humans as “sinners,”
as the Pharisees were wont to do, itself reeked of sin (Matt. 9:9–13;
Luke 18:9–14). When ancient Israelites complained that God was
not sufficiently crediting them for the fasts that they had so scrupulously observed, his prophet reminded them of another, less showy,
kind of “fast,” which they had grossly neglected. Reflecting the
general prophetic stress on justice for the marginalized, alluded to
earlier, Isaiah admonished, “Is not this the fast that I choose…to
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let the oppressed go free…to share your bread with the hungry and
bring the homeless poor into your house; when you see the naked,
to cover him…?” (58:6–7). Unfortunately, social and cultural factors have often played as big a role as has the internal evidence of
Scripture in creating such rankings of God-given responsibilities.
As a result, some divine directives go virtually neglected (helping the needy) while others receive considerable emphasis (fasting).
Given present-day America’s “culture wars,” God’s people would
do well to allow Scripture—not politicians and news pundits—to
shape their emphases and agendas. Then, as now, there are many
ways to “fall short of the glory of God,” as the Apostle Paul put it,
and “all” have done so (Rom. 3:23).
Rarely does the hyper-individualist complain, moreover, about
reaping individual blessings from collective good. Millions of people who walk about smugly accepting the benefits of their society’s
bounty—as if they did something individually to deserve these
benefits—can express outrage at the prospect of accepting blame
for their society’s warts. But does not this sword of accountability cut both ways? For instance, none of the benefits conferred
on an individual from being reared in a safe, loving, nurturing
home (health, emotional well-being, talent, and opportunity) can
rightfully be credited to that individual. The idea that God could
allow the “iniquity of the father” to ramify through the “third
and fourth generations” has troubled generations (Exod. 20:5).
Where is the corresponding hand-wringing in response to the
next phrase in the passage, which reminds God’s people that his
“steadfast love” extends to “thousands” (vs. 6)?
These considerations lead on to a third observation: Individuals do have a measure of culpability for the sins committed by the
society and culture of which they are a part. The impossibility of
precisely quantifying this measure of collective culpability does
not negate it. Neither does the biblical principle of individual
culpability (discussed above), with which it must be held in balance. Cain may have been the first but was certainly not the only
individual in history to pave the way for wickedness by doubting
that he was his “brother’s keeper” (Gen. 4:9). Foreshadowing the
interdependence and collective responsibility that should characterize the relationships between New Testament Christians (e.g.,
Rom. 12: 4–8; 1 Cor. 12: 12–27; Eph. 4: 11–16), numerous Old
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Testament texts show that God viewed the spiritual health of the
commonwealth of Israel as the responsibility of each of her individual members. For that reason, responding correctly to the
problem of murder carried consequences beyond those affecting
the individual guilt of the murderer, because “murder pollutes the
land ” (Num. 35:3, emphasis mine, mh). Even when the identity of
the individual murderer was unknown, the community’s atoning
for the murder in the prescribed manner kept God from “set[ting]
the guilt of innocent blood in the midst of your people Israel”
(Deut. 21:8). Though it was Achan alone who took the forbidden
“devoted things” and hid them in the earth beneath his tent, the
Lord told Joshua, “Israel has sinned; they have transgressed my
covenant that I commanded them; they have taken some of the
devoted things; they have stolen and lied and put them among
their own belongings” (Josh. 7:11, emphasis mine, mh).

The Responsibility of Exiles

To consider the question of culpability is to invite the related
question of God’s expectations. What are the responsibilities of
God’s community of followers as they dwell among the societies
of the world? How is the “city of God” to engage the “earthly city,”
which has always surrounded it? To be sure, allowance must be
made for situational differences between life in Israel, a theocracy, and life in the church, which is not to be identified with any
specific political entity. Indeed, most of the foregoing texts were
written in the context of ancient Israel, which was simultaneously
a political entity and a community of faith (at least ideally). By
contrast, faithfulness to God today must be pursued with the
recognition that God’s present-day commonwealth, the church,
has no earthly country per se. Such dissimilarities notwithstanding, the experience of the Israelite exiles affords lasting lessons for
those who aspire to fulfill their responsibilities faithfully.
Most fundamentally, there is a sense in which all who seek God
must—on this side of eternity—live in exile. As the returned Jews
would find out, the most basic form of exile was not geographic in
nature. Perhaps this is the reason, long after the end of the decree
of Cyrus and the return from Babylon, many Jews continued to
speak of themselves as living in exile (Sandy 55). Despite the end
of the seventy years’ captivity, second-temple Jews “believed that,
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in all the senses which mattered, Israel’s exile was still in progress”
(Wright 268–69). This sense of continuing exile comes through in
that penitential prayer recorded in the ninth chapter of Nehemiah. Though the people have returned from captivity, they refer to
themselves as “slaves this day in the land that you gave to our fathers” (vs. 36). They yet languish under “the kings whom you have
set over us because of our sins;” they still suffer “great distress” (vs.
37). Though the national identities of their pagan overlords would
change through time—Babylonian, Medo-Persian, Greek, Seleucid, Roman—their presence was conspicuous.
One presence that did not seem so palpable any longer, however, was the presence of Yahweh. Indeed, while Ezekiel tells explicitly of the departure of the glorious presence of Yahweh from
the Temple during the time of the captivity, no subsequent scriptural text ever tells of the return of this Shekinah glory. Even after
the rebuilding of the temple, no passage corresponds to 1 Kings
8: 10–11, which records how, upon the completion of Solomon’s
temple, “a cloud filled the house of the Lord…for the glory of
the Lord filled the house of the Lord” (Wright 269). Of course,
according to some who remembered the first temple, this second
temple, itself, lacked sufficient glory. The prophet Haggai, sent
to rekindle fervor for the rebuilding project, asked, “Who is left
among you who saw this house in its former glory? How do you
see it now? Is it not as nothing in your eyes?” (2:3; see also Ezra
3:12). An inglorious temple without the glorious presence of the
Lord! No wonder many Jews thought themselves still in exile. But
the prophet had more to say about the matter of the dwelling
place of God: “The latter glory of this house shall be greater than
the former, says the Lord of hosts. And in this place I will give
peace, declares the Lord of hosts” (2:9).
“Peace” and the “glory” rightfully associated with God’s dwelling place finally come in the person of Jesus Christ. In the opening words of the Gospel of John, Jesus appears as the embodiment
of the temple or tabernacle—the place where God dwells among
humanity. When “the Word became flesh,” he “dwelt among us”
(“did tabernacle among us,” Young’s Literal Version). As with the
glory of God’s presence filling the tabernacle and the temple, so
in the incarnation of Christ human beings “have seen His glory,
glory as of the only Son from the Father” (1:14). If exile ultimately
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means living away from one’s true home, apart from the glorious
presence of God, then it is Jesus who ends exile, returning the
captives to their Father’s side.
While the solution to the problem of sin, and the cosmic
homelessness it produces, is already a reality for Christians, it
is not yet present in the consummate sense. Until, in the “new
Jerusalem,” “the tabernacle of God is,” in the consummate sense,
“with men” (Rev. 21: 2–3), God’s followers must live between
the “already” and the “not yet.” They are exiles, but they are on
the march and can see their homeland coming into focus; rather,
they already have one foot on its soil. On this side of eternity,
there remains tension between the promise of the New Jerusalem and the pull of Babylon, between the “city of God” and the
“earthly city,” and it is within this tension that God’s people must
engage Babylon.
So long as Christians are exiled in Babylon, they must do as
Jeremiah told the exiles of old: “Seek the welfare of the city where
I have sent you into exile” (Jer. 29:7). False prophets of his day
confidently assured the people that the exile was a short-lived aberration; it could hardly be the ordinary state of things for God’s
people. They were wrong then, and their modern-day counterparts are wrong now. No amount of individualism negates one’s
responsibility to the “city” of which he is a part. Neither do escapism or de facto monasticism. Jeremiah counseled the exiles to live
among the Babylonians and to “pray to the Lord” for the city (vs.
7). To withdraw physically or to withdraw in spirit is to abdicate
one’s responsibility to seek its welfare. Jesus holds his disciples accountable for being “salt” and “light” to a putrid, benighted world.
Amidst the dark, sprawling earthly city, they are to be God’s “city
on a hill” (Matt. 5: 13–16). Not only should Christians not participate “in the unfruitful works of darkness,” but they should rather
even “expose them” (Eph. 5:11). Such responsibilities should lead
one to speak out from a biblically based sense of right and wrong
and to vote from a biblically informed conscience. In the context
of the contemporary “culture wars,” however, it is important to be
wary of narrow definitions of righteousness, driven by a handful
of “hot-button” issues, which may undermine a more fully orbed
faithfulness informed by the “whole counsel of God.” For instance, the Bible contains over two thousand passages pertaining
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to money, materialism, aiding the needy, and the like, but, curiously, few of America’s religiously oriented cultural critics address
the epidemic of American covetousness. If, indeed, as Paul wrote,
“covetousness” is “idolatry” (Col. 3:5), then the modern earthly
city may have as much problem with it as the ancient city whose
welfare God’s people were to seek.
While God’s people “seek the welfare of the city,” however,
they must never lose sight of the fact that Babylon is not Zion,
and therefore can never qualify as their true home. The closest
thing Christians have to the New Jerusalem on this side of eternity is not their nation, but their church. This pilgrim sensibility seems to have been highly developed among early Christians.
Peter referred to believers as “sojourners” (1 Pet. 1:1; 2:11 ASV).
Around the end of the first century a Christian penned the Letter
to Diognetus in response to a pagan friend who wanted to know
how Christians conceived of their place in the world. “They take
their part as citizens, but they submit…as if they were aliens,” he
answered. “For them, any foreign country is a homeland, and any
homeland is a foreign country” (qtd. in Neuhaus 23–24). How
is this pilgrim sensibility faring among God’s people today? To
Philippian Christians who were very proud of their status as citizens of a Roman colony, Paul tersely declared, “our citizenship
is in heaven” (3:20). The people of God may have tremendous
gratitude for their own earthly city. They may love it, and selflessly serve it. It may be the greatest earthly city in human history,
but it is still an earthly city. Ultimately, Augustine warned, the
“two cities have been formed by two loves: the earthly by the love
of self…the heavenly by the love of God… The former, in a word,
glories in itself, the latter in the Lord” (2:47).
Living in exile can be messy, but on some level we are all to
blame for the mess that is Babylon. As God’s homeward bound
exiles, let us neither forsake Babylon nor fall in love with her.
Though it may be difficult, let us “sing the Lord’s songs in a foreign land” (Ps. 137:4).
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The Wages of Sin:
Your House Is Left Desolate
Kevin Kay
I would comfort myself in sorrow; My heart is faint in me. Listen! The voice, The cry of the daughter of My people— From a
far country: “Is not the Lord in Zion? Is not her King in her?”
“Why have they provoked Me to anger With their carved images— With foreign idols?” “The harvest is past, The summer is
ended, And we are not saved!” For the hurt of the daughter of my
people I am hurt. I am mourning; Astonishment has taken hold
of me. Is there no balm in Gilead, Is there no physician there?
Why then is there no recovery For the health of the daughter of
my people? (Jer. 8:18–22)

With those words, inspired by a God who can see the end from
the beginning (Isa. 46:10), the prophet Jeremiah lamented the
terrible destruction of Jerusalem and its devastating consequences
long before it actually occurred. By inspiration, Jeremiah could see
that God’s city would be desolated and destroyed. God’s people
would be decimated by drought, disease, death, and deportation.
Ultimately God’s house would be desecrated by pagan soldiers,
deserted by God himself, and finally destroyed. Of course, these
devastating consequences were the result of sin, rebellion, and
impenitence. How did it happen? What did it really mean? What
can we learn from it today? To answer those questions, we will
focus on the prophecies, the fulfillment, and the spiritual significance of God’s judgment on Jerusalem—a judgment that culminated in the unthinkable catastrophe of the temple’s destruction.
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The Prophecies

Kevin Kay

God’s judgment on Jerusalem is an especially tragic story, because
God did everything he could do (short of violating man’s free
will) to keep it from happening. There are three important points
that I want to emphasize about God’s prophetic warnings.
First, God warned his people repeatedly, all throughout their
history, of the terrible consequences of persistent sin and impenitence. In the days of Jeremiah, God said “Since the day that your
fathers came out of the land of Egypt until this day, I have even
sent to you all My servants the prophets, daily rising up early and
sending them. Yet they did not obey Me or incline their ear, but
stiffened their neck. They did worse than their fathers” (Jer. 7:25–
26). God’s warnings began at Sinai. There, in the blessings and
curses of the covenant, God promised to reward his people if they
continued to obey him, and he promised to punish them severely
if they did not (Lev. 26:1–46). Forty years later, after Israel’s wandering in the wilderness because of unbelief and disobedience,
Moses warned his people again in a reiteration of the blessings
and curses of the covenant (Deut. 27–28).1 He even taught Israel
to sing the Song of Moses—a song that foretold God’s judgment
on His people (Deut. 32:23–25). Just imagine what it would have
been like for a parent to teach his children a song like that—
a song that was passed down from one generation to the next
(Deut. 31:19–21). After the Promised Land was conquered and
divided among the tribes, shortly before his death, Joshua, like
Moses before him, once again warned his people of the terrible
consequences of disobedience (Josh. 23:11–16; 24:19–28). When
the temple was dedicated 487 years after the Exodus (1 Kings 6:1,
38), God told Solomon, “But if you or your sons at all turn from
following Me…then I will cut off Israel from the land which I
have given them; and this house which I have consecrated for
My name I will cast out of My sight. Israel will be a proverb and
a byword among all peoples” (1 Kings 9:6-7; 2 Chron. 7:19–20).
Unless I have overlooked something, this is the first time that
God tells his people that the fury of his wrath would be poured
out upon his own house. Are you struck by the fact that Jehovah
prophesied the temple’s destruction at its dedication, even though
it was the house where he put his name and upon which he rested his eyes and his heart? (1 Kings 9:3). Then there were all of
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God’s warnings of judgment during the period of the Divided
Kingdom—warnings too numerous to mention.2 Don’t forget
the point. God’s warnings of judgment were legion, and some of
these warnings came at significant points in Israel’s history.
Second, God warned his people explicitly of the horrible and
ghastly nature of his judgments. His warnings were not vague
or indefinite; they were vividly and graphically described. God’s
prophets did not beat around the bush. They did not pull their
punches. A single passage will illustrate the point.
You shall eat the fruit of your own body, the flesh of your sons
and your daughters whom the Lord your God has given you, in
the siege and desperate straits in which your enemy shall distress
you. The sensitive and very refined man among you will be hostile
toward his brother, toward the wife of his bosom, and toward the
rest of his children whom he leaves behind, so that he will not give
any of them the flesh of his children whom he will eat, because he
has nothing left in the siege and desperate straits in which your
enemy shall distress you at all your gates. The tender and delicate
woman among you, who would not venture to set the sole of her
foot on the ground because of her delicateness and sensitivity, will
refuse to the husband of her bosom, and to her son and her daughter, her placenta which comes out from between her feet and her
children whom she bears; for she will eat them secretly for lack of
everything in the siege and desperate straits in which your enemy
shall distress you at all your gates. (Deut. 28:53–57)

If you are sickened and horrified by those graphic words, that is
what God intends.
Finally, God warned His people comprehensively. God’s prophets told his people just exactly what would happen in minute detail. From their writings, we can paint a composite picture of
what God’s judgment was like. God’s people heard the sound
of the trumpet, the alarm of war (Jer. 4:19) when a people great
and strong (Joel 2:2), cruel and merciless, invaded the land from
the north (Jer. 1:13–16; 4:6; 6:22–23). Their choicest valleys were
filled with chariots (Isa. 22:7)—chariots like a whirlwind, drawn
by horses “swifter than eagles” (Jer. 4:13). (Do you remember the
film footage of the grief-stricken faces of Parisians as Nazi tanks
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rolled through the city of Paris?) God’s people fled from the noise
of the horsemen and bowmen and sought to hide in the thickets
and the rocks (Jer. 4:29).
To feed itself, this marauding army ate up their harvest, their
flocks and herds, their vines and fig trees (Jer. 5:17). The fortified
cities that Israel looked to for protection were destroyed with the
sword (Jer. 5:17). The country was left utterly desolate, the cities
laid waste, burned with fire, and left without inhabitants (Isa. 1:7;
6:11; Jer. 2:15; 4:7).
This mighty army from the north besieged Jerusalem, cutting
down trees to build mounds, raise siege works (Isa. 29:3; Jer. 6:5)
and place battering rams against the city all around (Ezek. 4:2).
As a consequence of the siege, God cut off the supply of bread in
Jerusalem, and God’s people ate bread by weight and drank water
by measure (Ezek. 4:16–17). Every hand became feeble and every
knee weak as water (Ezek. 7:17). Many sank to the level of brute
beasts as they ate the flesh of their children and their friends (Jer.
19:9; Ezek. 5:10).
A third of God’s people died of pestilence and famine; a third
fell by the sword; and a third were scattered to all the winds (Ezek.
5:12) “like stubble that passes away by the wind of the wilderness”
(Jer. 13:24). The widows in the land increased “more than the
sand of the seas” (Jer. 15:8). In fact, Isaiah prophesied that seven
women would beg one man to marry them saying, “We will eat
our own food and wear our own apparel; Only let us be called by
your name, To take away our reproach” (Isa. 4:1). The carcasses
of the dead were as refuse in the streets (Isa. 5:25)—so great that
they buried in Tophet3 until there was no more room to bury, and
the corpses became food for the birds of the heaven and the beasts
of the earth (Jer. 7:32–33; 19:7).
The whole land was plundered (Jer. 4:20). The people’s wealth
was given to their enemies “as plunder without price” (Jer. 15:13;
cf. Zeph. 1:13). Zion was plowed like a field. The city of Jerusalem
was made “a heap of ruins, a den of jackals” (Jer. 9:11). The mountain of the temple was left like the bare hills of the forest (Mic.
3:12; Jer. 26:18).
In this composite picture, God’s prophets told his people that
his judgment would be irrevocable and inescapable (Jer. 11:11).
His fury would burn and not be quenched (Jer. 7:20). His eye
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would not spare or show pity (Ezek. 7:4, 9; 8:18; 24:14). Jerusalem’s destruction would be so unimaginably horrible that those
who passed by, witnessing the carnage, would shake their heads
in disbelief (Jer. 18:16; 19:8; Ezek. 5:14–15). The shame and disgrace experienced by those who survived God’s judgment would
be like the uncovering of nakedness (Jer. 13:26; Ezek. 16:37–38).
No wonder Zephaniah described the great day of the Lord as “a
day of wrath, A day of trouble and distress, A day of devastation and desolation, A day of darkness and gloominess, A day of
clouds and thick darkness, A day of trumpet and alarm” (Zeph.
1:15–16).
Furthermore, as if all this desolation and destruction to the
land, the city of Jerusalem, and the people were not enough, God
also promised to destroy his own house and remove his presence. God said, “I will also remove Judah from My sight, as I
have removed Israel, and will cast off this city Jerusalem which
I have chosen, and the house of which I said, ‘My name shall be
there’” (2 Kings 23:26-27). Just as he had destroyed Shiloh, the
first permanent home for the tabernacle in the Promised Land
(Josh. 18:1), God promised to destroy the temple in Jerusalem (Jer.
7:12–14; 26:4–6). Jehovah pleaded with His people: “Be instructed, O Jerusalem, Lest My soul depart from you; Lest I make you
desolate, A land not inhabited” (Jer. 6:8). He warned his people:
“Behold, I will profane My sanctuary, your arrogant boast, the
desire of your eyes, the delight of your soul….” (Ezek. 24:21).

The Fulfillment

God’s judgment came about just as the prophets had said it would.
All of the horrors, all of the agony came to pass.

The Destruction of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. The apostate
kingdom of Israel was the first to drink the cup of God’s fury
(Ezek. 23:31–34), as he brought his judgments upon them in successive waves. During the reign of Jehu (841–14 b.c.), “the Lord
began to cut off parts of Israel,” using Hazael, the king of Syria,
to conquer the territory belonging to the tribes of Reuben, Gad,
and Manasseh in Transjordan (2 Kings 10:32–33). In 733 b.c.,
during the reign of Pekah (752–32 b.c.), the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser conquered the land of Naphtali, Galilee, and Gilead,
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the northern portion of Israel’s kingdom (2 Kings 15:29). Finally,
during the reign of Hoshea (732–22 b.c.), Samaria was besieged
for three years and then carried away into Assyrian captivity in
722 b.c. (2 Kings 17:5–23).

The Destruction of the Southern Kingdom of Judah. After the Assyrian conquest of Israel, the kingdom of Judah survived for a little
more than 130 years before it too drank the cup of God’s wrath.
Although false prophets assured God’s people that no evil would
come upon them (Jer. 23:16–17), that they would not serve the
king of Babylon (Jer. 27:9–15), that they would not see sword or
famine (Jer. 14:13–16), God once again brought his judgments on
Judah in successive waves.
In 605 b.c., Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem. He made Jehoiakim his vassal (2 Kings 24:1), carried off some of the temple
treasure, and deported a few hostages (including Daniel) to Babylon (2 Chron. 36:6–7; Dan. 1:1–7). Eight years later in 597 b.c.,
Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem again. When king Jehoiachin surrendered (March 16, 597 b.c.), Nebuchadnezzar plundered the treasures of the temple and the king’s palace. He then
carried Jehoiachin and 10,000 of Jerusalem’s inhabitants into captivity (including Ezekiel), leaving only the poorest people behind
(2 Kings 24:10–16; 2 Chron. 36:10; Ezek. 1:1–3).4
Incredibly, even after Jerusalem was captured by the Babylonians and Nebuchadnezzar placed the puppet king Zedekiah
on the throne (2 Kings 24:17), false prophets like Hananiah predicted that within two years Jehoiachin, all those in exile and the
vessels of the temple would be brought back from Babylon (Jer.
28:1–4). False prophets assured the captives in Babylon that there
would be peace in their homeland, but they plastered their wall
of lies with untempered mortar (Ezek. 13:10–16). Many of the
people just could not believe that God’s land would be ravaged
and his city destroyed because his house was there (Jer. 7:4). They
were wrong—dead wrong!
In January 588 b.c., Nebuchadnezzar once again besieged Jerusalem (2 Kings 25:1). Eighteen months later (July 18, 586 b.c.),
the Babylonians broke through the walls of Jerusalem. Although
King Zedekiah and his entourage fled the city, he was quickly
captured in the plains of Jericho. He was taken to Nebuchadnez-
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zar’s headquarters in Riblah, 200 miles north of Jerusalem. There
his sons were executed before his eyes and his eyes were put out;
then he was deported to Babylon (2 Kings 25:4–7). The last thing
Zedekiah saw was the death of his sons.
A month later, Nebuzaradan, commander of Nebuchadnezzar’s guard, destroyed Jerusalem and the temple. The account in
the historical narratives is mercifully brief and matter-of-fact.
He burned the house of the Lord and the king’s house; all
the houses of Jerusalem, that is, all the houses of the great, he
burned with fire. And all the army of the Chaldeans who were
with the captain of the guard broke down the walls of Jerusalem
all around. Then Nebuzaradan the captain of the guard carried
away captive the rest of the people who remained in the city and
the defectors who had deserted to the king of Babylon, with the
rest of the multitude. (2 Kings 25:9–11; cf. 2 Chron. 36:19–21)

To see the emotional impact of God’s judgment on those who
experienced it, we must go to the book of Lamentations.
How lonely sits the city That was full of people! How like a widow
is she, Who was great among the nations!… Judah has gone into
captivity, Under affliction and hard servitude… The roads to Zion
mourn Because no one comes to the set feasts. All her gates are
desolate… Her adversaries have become the master. (Lam. 1:1–5)
Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Behold and see If
there is any sorrow like my sorrow, Which has been brought on
me, Which the Lord has inflicted In the day of His fierce anger.
(Lam. 1:12)
He has done violence to His tabernacle, As if it were a garden;
He has destroyed His place of assembly; The Lord has caused
The appointed feasts and Sabbaths to be forgotten in Zion. In
His burning indignation He has spurned the king and the priest.
The Lord has spurned His altar, He has abandoned His sanctuary; He has given up the walls of her palaces Into the hand of
the enemy. (Lam. 2:6-7)
My eyes fail with tears, My heart is troubled; My bile is poured
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on the ground Because of the destruction of the daughter of my
people, Because the children and the infants Faint in the streets
of the city. They say to their mothers, “Where is grain and wine?”
As they swoon like the wounded In the streets of the city, As
their life is poured out In their mothers’ bosom. How shall I
console you? To what shall I liken you, O daughter of Jerusalem?
What shall I compare with you, that I may comfort you, O virgin
daughter of Zion? For your ruin is spread wide as the sea; Who
can heal you? (Lam. 2:11–13)

All who pass by clap their hands at you; They hiss and shake
their heads At the daughter of Jerusalem: “Is this the city that
is called ‘The perfection of beauty, The joy of the whole earth’?”
All your enemies have opened their mouth against you; They hiss
and gnash their teeth. They say, “We have swallowed her up!
Surely this is the day we have waited for; We have found it, we
have seen it!” (Lam. 2:15–16)
“See, O Lord, and consider! To whom have You done this?
Should the women eat their offspring, The children they have
cuddled? Should the priest and prophet be slain In the sanctuary
of the Lord? “Young and old lie On the ground in the streets; My
virgins and my young men Have fallen by the sword; You have
slain them in the day of Your anger, You have slaughtered and
not pitied. (Lam. 2:20–21)
How the gold has become dim! How changed the fine gold! The
stones of the sanctuary are scattered At the head of every street.
(Lam. 4:1)
The tongue of the infant clings To the roof of its mouth for thirst;
The young children ask for bread, But no one breaks it for them.
Those who ate delicacies Are desolate in the streets; Those who
were brought up in scarlet Embrace ash heaps. (Lam. 4:4–5)
Those slain by the sword are better off Than those who die of
hunger; For these pine away, Stricken for lack of the fruits of the
field. The hands of the compassionate women Have cooked their
own children; They became food for them In the destruction of
the daughter of my people. (Lam. 4:9–10)
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Servants rule over us; There is none to deliver us from their
hand. We get our bread at the risk of our lives, Because of the
sword in the wilderness. Our skin is hot as an oven, Because
of the fever of famine. They ravished the women in Zion, The
maidens in the cities of Judah. Princes were hung up by their
hands, And elders were not respected. Young men ground at the
millstones; Boys staggered under loads of wood. The elders have
ceased gathering at the gate, And the young men from their
music. The joy of our heart has ceased; Our dance has turned
into mourning. (Lam. 5:8–15)

The Significance

“The real tragedy of the exile,” observes Eugene Merrill, “was not
the removal of the people nor even the utter destruction of the
city and temple. It was the departure of their God from their
midst…” (407). There can be no doubt about that, because God
revealed this truth to Ezekiel in a vision six years (592 b.c.) before
God’s judgment finally fell on His city and His house. In this
vision, Ezekiel is lifted up and transported from Babylon to the
temple in Jerusalem (Ezek. 8:1–3). There, Ezekiel looks on as four
significant symbolic scenes unfold before his eyes.

Scene 1: The Defilement of the Temple (Ezek. 8). North of the altar
gate stands the image of jealousy (Ezek. 8:1–6)—some sort of
pagan idol in Jehovah’s temple—provoking Jehovah’s jealousy (cf.
Exod. 20:3–5; Deut. 4:23–24). As Ezekiel looks on, Jehovah asks,
“Son of man, do you see what they are doing, the great abominations that the house of Israel commits here, to make Me go
far away from My sanctuary?” (Ezek. 8:6). Judah’s abominable
idolatry was driving Jehovah out of his own house. Later, inside a
secret chamber in the temple, Ezekiel looks on as seventy elders
of Israel burn incense to the images of animals and idols carved
on its walls (Ezek. 8:7–13). Jehovah asks Ezekiel, “Son of man,
have you seen what the elders of the house of Israel do in the
dark, every man in the room of his idols? For they say, The Lord
does not see us, the Lord has forsaken the land” (Ezek. 8:12).
Of course, their assessment of Jehovah was wrong. He could see
(Job 34:21–22; Prov. 15:3; Jer. 23:24; Heb. 4:13). He had not forsaken His land yet; but the die was cast, and their words would
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become a self-fulfilling prophecy (Block 294). Then at the door
of the north gate of the temple, Ezekiel sees women weeping for
the Babylonian god Tammuz (Ezek. 8:14–15).5 Finally, Ezekiel
sees twenty-five men with their backs to Jehovah’s temple, facing
east, worshipping the sun (Ezek. 8:16). They were not only worshiping the creation instead of the Creator, they had turned their
backs on his house to do so (2 Chron. 29:6; Jer. 32:33). “What a
tragic commentary on the sinful obstinacy of a hardened, rebellious sinner who arrogantly turns away from God” (Cooper 124).
The detestable worship practices revealed to Ezekiel in this vision
were progressively “greater abominations” (Ezek. 8:6, 13, 15). As
a result, Jehovah tells Ezekiel, “Therefore I also will act in fury.
My eye will not spare nor will I have pity; and though they cry
in My ears with a loud voice, I will not hear them” (Ezek. 8:18).
Perhaps Jehovah was trying to convince a reluctant prophet that
the coming judgment was not only necessary but just.

Scene 2: The Destruction of the Wicked (Ezek. 9:1-11). As Ezekiel’s vision continues, Jehovah summons six angelic executioners to the temple. Suddenly the glory of the God of Israel moves
to the threshold of the temple (Ezek. 9:3). Jehovah’s departure
from his house has begun.7 Another angel, dressed in white linen
with a writer’s inkhorn7 at his side, is commanded to go through
Jerusalem “put[ting] a mark on the foreheads of the men who
sigh and cry over all the abominations” committed in Jehovah’s
temple (Ezek. 9:4). Then Jehovah commands his executioners to
“[g]o after him through the city and kill; do not let your eye spare,
nor have any pity…but do not come near anyone on whom is the
mark; and begin at My sanctuary” (Ezek. 9:4–5). While no mercy
would be shown to the wicked, the righteous would be spared.8
Jehovah’s angelic executioners begin their slaughter immediately.
Ezekiel is so overcome with grief and anguish that he falls on
his face and cries out: “Ah, Lord God! Will You destroy all the
remnant of Israel in pouring out Your fury on Jerusalem?” (Ezek.
9:8). Jehovah responds: “The iniquity of the house of Israel and
Judah is exceedingly great, and the land is full of bloodshed, and
the city full of perversity… My eye will neither spare, nor will I
have pity, but I will recompense their deeds on their own head”
(Ezek. 9:9–10). One ray of hope shines through this ghastly scene
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of judgment when the man in white linen returns to report, “I
have done as You commanded me” (Ezek. 9:11). The righteous
have been spared the fury of God’s wrath.

Scene 3: Jehovah’s Departure From the Temple (Ezek. 10:1–22). As
Ezekiel looks on, Jehovah instructs the man in white linen to take
coals of fire from the midst of his cherubim chariot and then scatter them over the city of Jerusalem (Ezek. 10:1–2). The agent of
mercy in the previous scene will now become the agent of fiery
judgment. Suddenly Jehovah ascends above his cherubim chariot,
pausing over the threshold of the temple, filling his house one last
time with his glory (Ezek. 10:3–5). God had manifested his divine presence in his earthly dwelling place first at Sinai when the
Shekinah filled the tabernacle (Exod. 40:34–35) and then later in
the temple (1 Kings 8:10–13). Now, that glory cloud is about to
leave never to return again. The man in white linen is given fire
from the midst of the cherubim chariot, and as he goes out to
scatter it upon the city (Ezek. 10:6–7), the glory of Jehovah moves
outward from the threshold of the temple to the east gate (Ezek.
10:18–19). He is going and almost gone.
Scene 4: Jehovah’s Departure From the City (Ezek. 11:1–24). The
Spirit of the Lord lifts Ezekiel up and takes him to the east gate
of the temple to join the cherubim chariot and the departing glory
of Jehovah (Ezek. 11:1; cf. 10:18–19). There he sees twenty-five of
Israel’s leaders, among them the princes Jaazaniah and Pelatiah.
Because these men have devised iniquity and given wicked counsel, Ezekiel is instructed to prophesy against them (Ezek. 11:2–4).
Without lingering over the details, Ezekiel’s prophecy of judgment can be summarized with the words: “You have feared the
sword; and I will bring a sword upon you” (Ezek. 11:8). Suddenly,
something quite unexpected and shocking occurs. While Ezekiel is prophesying, Pelatiah drops dead right there on the spot.9
In anguish, Ezekiel cries out, “Ah, Lord God! Will You make a
complete end of the remnant of Israel” (Ezek. 11:13). In response,
Jehovah gives Ezekiel a new revelation. The surviving citizens of
Jerusalem believed that they were the true heirs of the land and
the exiles in captivity were being punished by God (Ezek. 11:15).
Ezekiel is to proclaim a very different message to God’s exiled
people. Jehovah will be “a little sanctuary for them in the coun-
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tries where they have gone” (Ezek. 11:16). They will be gathered
and brought back to their land (Ezek. 11:17). Then, Jehovah will
give them “one heart” and put a “new spirit” within them that
they might walk in his statutes and keep his judgments (Ezek.
11:19–20). Then, Jehovah says, “they shall be My people, and I will
be their God” (Ezek. 11:20). The very last thing that Ezekiel sees
in this vision before the Spirit of God takes him back to Babylon
is the glory of Jehovah leaving the city of Jerusalem and settling on
the Mount of Olives just to the east of the city (Ezek. 11:22–25).
The deed is done. Jehovah has left his house and his city.
Now we know “the rest of the story.” All the disease, death,
desolation, and destruction were really the result of Jehovah’s departure from his people, his city, and his house. Since God is
infinitely holy, he cannot dwell in the presence of sin (Psa. 5:4–6).
Although he is patient and longsuffering with sinners, when the
cup of iniquity is filled to the brim, his judgment inevitably falls
on the wicked (Gen. 15:16).

The Lessons For Us Today

God’s judgment came upon God’s people because they did not heed his
warnings. As emphasized at the beginning of this study, God’s
prophets foretold his judgment on his people, his city, and his
house repeatedly, explicitly, and comprehensively. For the most
part, these warnings fell on deaf ears (Jer. 29:14–19; 44:4–6).
God’s people didn’t want to be warned. They told the seers “Do
not see.” They said, “Do not prophesy to us right things; Speak to
us smooth things, prophesy deceits” (Isa. 30:10). As a result, God
said: “An astonishing and horrible thing Has been committed in
the land: The prophets prophesy falsely, And the priests rule by
their own power; And My people love to have it so. But what will
you do in the end?” (Jer. 5:30–31). God’s people found many false
prophets who were quite willing to tell them what they wanted
to hear; but their lying words did not avert God’s judgment (Jer.
14:14–16). Hating Jeremiah’s message of doom and gloom, their
“solution” was to get rid of the messenger (Jer. 11:21–23; 18:18;
20:1–3; 32:1–2; 37:15–21; 38:6–13)—“out of sight, out of mind.”
However, that didn’t change the truthfulness of his message. The
exiles in Babylon reacted quite differently to Ezekiel. He was the
talk of the town. The people flocked to hear him preach. They
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marveled at his eloquence. They heard, but they did not heed.
They listened to God’s word—but they did not live it out in their
everyday lives (Ezek. 33:30–33).
It is obvious from the “success” of Joel Olsteen that a great
many people in the religious world today want “smooth preaching.”
What about us? Let me speak for a moment directly to the people
in the pews. Brethren, do you get tired of all those sermons about
sin? Are you weary of all the warnings? Do you want a preacher
who will tell you what you want to hear or what you need to hear?
Do you want the preacher to deal with the sins in your life? We’ve
all heard that old story about the good sister who was right with
the preacher as he waxed eloquent against the evils of drinking
and smoking; but when he moved on to dipping, she muttered
under her breath, “He’s done quit preachin’ and gone to meddlin’.”
Do you consider those who warn you your greatest friends (Prov.
9:7–9) or your worst enemies, because they tell you the truth? (Gal.
4:16). When you don’t like the message, do you take it out on the
messenger? Or do you react like the exiles in Babylon? Do you
marvel at the preacher’s eloquence, but then make very few changes in your life? Do you fidget and squirm and endure the sermon,
and then go right on living as you always have? That seems to happen quite a lot when I preach against immodesty.
Now let me speak for a moment to the preachers in our pulpits.
Do you get tired of preaching all those sermons about sin? Are
you resisting the temptation to whitewash and mollycoddle—to
look the other way because you’re just sick and tired of the hassle?
When you are tempted to speak no more of sin and judgment,
as Jeremiah was, is there a burning fire in your bones that cannot be quenched? (Jer. 20:9). Are you tempted to preach words
of comfort and encouragement to the willing and basically leave
the unwilling alone, because after all it doesn’t really seem to do
much good? If so, let me remind you that Ezekiel did not just
preach positive sermons to the faithful remnant and leave the
hard-hearted majority alone (Ezek. 2:3–7). He warned both the
wicked and the righteous (Ezek. 3:18–21).
May I suggest that there are at least three ways that we can
preach “smooth things” today? First, we can speak “smooth
things” by preaching outright error. The false prophets among
God’s people cried out “Peace, peace,” but there really was no

126

Kevin Kay

peace (Jer. 6:14). They said that the sword and famine would not
come to Jerusalem (Jer. 5:12). It was popular. It was comforting,
but it was the exact opposite of what God said. Today, when Calvinists preach the “once saved, always saved” doctrine, they are
speaking “smooth things” by preaching outright error. It is popular, and it is very comforting. If there was ever a doctrine I would
like to believe, it is this one; but it is the exact opposite of what
Jesus teaches. Does this kind of “smooth preaching” ever occur in
our pulpits? When some preachers among us tell folks that sometimes it’s all right to divorce for reasons other than fornication, I
believe they are speaking “smooth things” by preaching outright
error. Second, we can speak “smooth things” by preaching in
vague generalities. Preaching in generalities against immodesty
will not offend, but when you tell people that uncovering the
thigh (Isa. 47:2–3) and showing cleavage are immodest, many
will be offended. Third, we can speak “smooth things” by not
being relevant. “Hard preaching” against denominational false
doctrine may really be “smooth preaching” if we fail to deal with
the moral problems that exist in the local church. “Hard preaching” against the sins that are being committed in Timbuktu may
really be “smooth preaching” if we ignore the sins that are being
committed right under our nose. The great reformer Martin Luther said,
If I profess with the loudest voice and clearest exposition every portion of the truth of God except precisely that little point
which the world and the devil are at that moment attacking, I
am not confessing Christ, however boldly I may be professing
Christ. Where the battle rages, there the loyalty of the soldier
is proved, and to be steady on all the battlefield besides, is mere
flight and disgrace if he flinches at that point. (MacArthur, Expository Preaching 98)

When we preach to our people, we certainly need to “give ‘em
heaven” in all of its beauty, grandeur, and glory; but we also need
to “give ‘em hell” in all of its pain, anguish, and horror. In a song
about her grandpa, Dolly Parton sings,
Daddy was an old time preacher man;
He preached the word of God throughout the land.
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He preached so plain a child could understand.
Yes, Daddy was an old time preacher man.
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He told the people of the need to pray.
He talked about God’s wrath and Judgment Day
He preached about the great eternity,
And he preached hell so hot that you could feel the heat.

In a day and age when “hellfire and brimstone” is out of vogue,
and we are told that we need to “love folks into heaven rather
than scare them out of hell,” I would ask “Why not both?” What’s
wrong with being “an old time preacher man”?

God’s judgment came upon his people because they refused to repent.
It was not just their sins. It was their impenitence. God would
have forgiven their idolatry, their immorality, their injustice, and
their infanticide. He forgave Manasseh (2 Chron. 33:3–13). But
God’s people would not turn from their wicked ways, despite
all of God’s warnings (Jer. 25:4–7) and his corrective judgments
(Amos 4:6–12; Lev. 26:14–39).
What about us? Although we do not bow down to sticks and
stones today as did ancient Israel, idolatry is alive and well in
twenty first-century America. Paul said, “Therefore, my beloved,
flee from idolatry” (1 Cor. 10:14). Are we fleeing or are we bowing down to the pernicious gods of profits, possessions, popularity, prestige, position, and power? Do we truly mourn our sins?
Does this mourning produce resolve to renounce the sin in our
lives? Do we cry out as did the publican, “God be merciful to me
a sinner!”? (Luke 18:13).
God’s judgment came upon God’s people because they viewed the temple as a talisman. Although Jehovah warned his people, “Do not
trust in these lying words, saying, ‘The temple of the Lord, the
temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord are these’” (Jer. 7:4),
they continued to view the temple as a good luck charm that would
ward off any attack. Micah described the deplorable attitude of
God’s people with these words: “Her heads judge for a bribe, Her
priests teach for pay, And her prophets divine for money. Yet they
lean on the Lord, and say, ‘Is not the Lord among us? No harm
can come upon us’” (Mic. 3:11). They supposed that the external
trappings of religion guaranteed a right relationship with God.
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Do we ever make that same mistake today? Because we baptize by immersion for the remission of sins, we partake of the
Lord’s Supper every Sunday, and we sing without instruments,
etc., do we suppose that these things guarantee a right relationship with God? Don’t misunderstand me. I believe that all of
these things are essential. Yet how many times have we seen more
than enough ungodliness displayed in business meetings by those
who would insist on these “essentials”?

God’s judgment cut off his people from the benefits and blessings of his
presence. With the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple, temple worship came to an end. The priests could no longer offer animal sacrifices on the altar of burnt offering. The high priest could
no longer perform the prescribed rituals on the Day of Atonement. [Was there atonement for the exiles during the Babylonian
Captivity? That is a question that I had never thought to ask until
I began this study. I can’t believe that Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel,
Mordecai, and Esther were lost (Ezek. 14:14, 20; Heb. 11:32–40);
but I can’t believe that they were sinless either. Therefore, there
must have been atonement, but without the regular animal sacrifices and the prescribed rituals on the Day of Atonement, how?
I don’t know the answer.] Worship could not be offered in God’s
house (Ps. 5:7). God’s power and glory could no longer be seen in
his sanctuary (Ps. 63:2). The security and serenity of his presence
were gone (Pss. 61:4; 65:4). The joy of the pilgrims as they sang
the songs of Zion was turned to mourning (Ps. 137:3–4).
I am convinced that God’s judgments in time foreshadow his
final judgment upon the wicked when Jesus returns. This means
that God’s departure from his house and his city and his people
in 586 b.c. was but a foretaste of his final, complete, irrevocable,
and eternal departure from the wicked at the end of time, or
more accurately their departure from him (Matt. 7:23; 25:41). At
that moment, for the first time in human history, the wicked will
be completely and totally cut off from the benefits of God’s presence (cf. Psa. 145:9; Matt. 5:45; Acts 14:17). They will not hear
Jesus say, “Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Matt. 25:34).
They will never see the Creator of the universe in all his majestic glory, nor bask in his presence (Rev. 21:3). They will never
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dwell with the Lion and the Lamb of Judah (Rev. 5:5–6; 22:1–5).
Their voices will never blend with the heavenly choir made up of
the angelic host and the redeemed of all the ages (Rev. 5:11–14;
15:2–4). They will never enjoy the complete absence of pain and
sorrow (Rev. 7:15-17)—something that mankind has been longing for since Eden. They will not inhabit a glorious body like the
body of Jesus (Phil. 3:20–21). They will not receive “an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade away”
(1 Pet.1:4). They will not enjoy the blessed, blissful rest of the
righteous (Rev. 14:13). For the wicked, Paradise Lost will never
be Paradise Regained.

God’s judgment exposed God’s people to the horrible consequences
of God’s absence. In the eightieth Psalm, Asaph describes Israel
as a vine that Jehovah brought out of Egypt—a vine that filled
the land, covering the hills and the mighty cedars (Ps. 80:8–11).
God’s judgment changed all that, however. Her hedges were
broken down. The boar out of the woods uprooted the vines,
and the wild beast of the field devoured them (Psa. 80:12–13).
The removal of God’s presence exposed his people to the horrible consequences of his absence. As noted earlier, that’s what
the disease, death, desolation, and destruction were really all
about. God’s judgment on Jerusalem in 586 b.c. illustrates in a
very graphic way that indeed “it is a fearful thing to fall into the
hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31).
The apostle Paul says that when Jesus returns, the wicked will
“be punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the
Lord and from the glory of His power” (2 Thess. 1:9). Removal
from God’s presence means that hell will be everything that God
is not! “God is light and in Him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5);
hell will be a place of “outer darkness” (Matt. 25:30). God is a
God of hope (Rom. 15:13); hell will be a place where “the smoke
of their torment ascends forever and ever; and they have no rest
day or night” (Rev. 14:11). God gives eternal life (1 John 5:11–13);
hell is a place of eternal death (Rev. 2:11; 20:6; 21:8). God is the
quintessence of righteousness and holiness (Deut. 32:4; 1 Sam.
2:2; Rom. 9:14; Ps. 89:14); hell will be a cesspool of putridity (Rev.
21:8). God is truth (Ps. 31:5); hell will be the eternal home of
the father of lies (John 8:44) and all his lying children (Rev. 21:8).
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God is love (1 John 4:8, 16); hell will be inhabited by those who
hate their brothers (1 John 3:13–15). In heaven, “God will wipe
away every tear from their eyes; there shall be no more death, nor
sorrow, nor crying. There shall be no more pain” (Rev. 21:4); but
in hell there will be “the weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Luke
13:27–28).
Hell will be everything that God is not, because God will not
be there, or even the slightest vestige of his presence. Does the
thought of this truly God-forsaken place cause you to shudder in
fear and dread? Does it motivate you to “strive to enter through
the narrow gate, for many…will seek to enter and will not be able”?
(Luke 13:24). Does it move you to take drastic measures to eradicate the sin in your life? (Mark 9:43–48). Does it fill your heart
with compassion for the lost souls around you who are headed for
a devil’s hell? Does it energize you to “save others, snatching them
out of the fire”? (Jude 23 NASU) “Knowing, therefore the terror of
the Lord,” do we “persuade men”? (2 Cor. 5:11).

Conclusion

As we contemplate the horrors of God’s judgment upon Jerusalem in 586 b.c. and the horrors of God’s final judgment that it
foreshadows, are we not compelled to cry out, as did the prophet
Jeremiah so long ago, “Is there no balm in Gilead, Is there no
physician there?” (Jer. 8:22). How wonderful it is to know the
answer and to be able to sing, “There is a balm in Gilead to make
the wounded whole; There is a balm in Gilead to heal the sinsick soul….”

Notes

1. The amount of space given to the curses of the covenant, when compared to the blessings (26:14 in Lev. 26 and 54:14 in Deut. 28), and the
explicit, graphic description of punishment should tell us something
about God’s desire to keep His people from sin and its horrible consequences.
2. Jerusalem’s destruction is foretold by the following OT prophets: Joel
[ca. 830 b.c.] (2:1-11); Amos [ca. 755 b.c.] (2:4-5); Isaiah [740-700 b.c.]
(1:2-9, 19-20, 28-31; 2:10-22; 3:1-26; 4:1, 4; 5:1-30; 6:8-13; 22:1-14;
28:11-22; 29:1-4; 30:8-17; 32:9-14; 33:1, 7-16; 64:8-); Micah [735-700
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b.c.] (1:8-16; 3:8-12; 6:9-16); Zephaniah [630-25 b.c.] (1:2-18; 3:6-7); Jeremiah [626-586 b.c.] (1:13-16; 2:14-19; 4:3-31; 5:1-6, 8-11, 14-19; 6:1-12,
15, 19, 21-26; 7:8-15, 20, 25-34; 8:1-3, 8-17; 9:10-22; 11:6-8, 11-12, 17;
13:1-14, 18-27; 14:1-6, 10-18; 15:1-9; 11-14; 16:1-9; 17:1-4; 18:1-11, 1517; 19:1-13; 21:4-10; 22:1-9; 25:9-14; 26:1-6, 12-15, 17-18; 30:4-7; 31:15;
32:26-35; 33:1-5, 10-11; 34:1-7; 36:27-31; 37:6-1, 16-17; 38:1-3, 17-23;
Habakkuk [625-05 b.c.] (1:5-11); and Ezekiel [593-70 b.c.] (4:1-17; 5:117; 6:1-14; 7:1-27; 8:1-18; 9:1-11; 10:1-22; 11:1-25; 12:1-20; 15:1-8; 16:3543; 17:1-24; 20:45-49; 21:1-24; 23:46-49; 24:1-27). Note: The prophets
are listed roughly in chronological order (Hailey 19-21), but their prophecies are listed sequentially, not always chronologically.
3. Topheth was “an area of the Valley of Hinnon, q.v., located in the
Wadi er-rababeh, the deep-sided valley which traditionally separated
Jerusalem from Judah on the eastern slope of Mt. Zion [Neh 11:30]….”
(White 5:5).

4. The Babylonian Chronicles describe this event in these words: “Year
7 [598-597 b.c.e.], month Kislev [18 Dec. 598-15 Jan. 597 b.c.e.]: The
king of Akkad [Nebuchadrezzar] moved his army into Hatti land, laid
siege to the city of Judah [Jerusalem] and on the second day of the
month Adar he captured the city and seized its king. He appointed in
it a king of his liking, took heavy booty from it and sent it to Babylon”
(Miller and Hayes 408).

5. “Tammuz was a Sumerian god of vegetation who in popular mythology died and became the god of the underworld” (Taylor 99).
6. “The gradual departure of God from His temple is depicted in stages:
the glory resides in the temple’s Most Holy Place, between the wings of
the cherubs on each side of the ark of the covenant over the mercy seat,
then leaves to the front door (9:3; 10:4), later to the E gate by the outer
wall (10:18, 19), and finally to the Mt. of Olives to the E, having fully
departed (11:22, 23)” (MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible n.p.).

7. “This writing kit usually was made from an animal horn. It had a
palette with a slot for pens and a hollow place for two kinds of ink,
usually black and red. Professional scribes usually carried this kind of
equipment” (Cooper 126).

8. In Ezekiel’s vision, all the wicked are killed, and all the righteous
are spared. When God’s judgment on Jerusalem came in reality, all the
wicked were not killed and all the righteous were not spared (cf. Ezek.
21:1–5). However, the death of the wicked was punishment; the death
of the righteous was not.

132

Kevin Kay

9. “[H]is name highlights the irony of the event. Pelatiah son of Benaiah,
‘Yahweh has delivered,’ son of ‘Yahweh has built up,’ symbolized the
hope of Jerusalem. But that hope is futile; in a moment and without
stated cause, Pelatiah dies, and with his death vanishes the hope of the
nation” (Block 338).
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Wrong Responses to Captivity
Mark Roberts
C. S. Lewis’ classic statement on suffering still resonates today.
“God whispers to us in our pleasures…but shouts in our pains;
it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world” (83). All too often
people ignore the Lord, only to find themselves desperately clawing their way back to him once life becomes difficult. Adversity
and trouble can bring repentance when good times and prosperity will not.
This vital role for suffering comes forward in Jeremiah. Indeed,
what Lewis wrote could have easily come from Jeremiah’s pen.
For more than forty years, with rare exception, Jeremiah preached
the same sermon every day: repent or be punished by God. Perhaps no passage summarizes his message better than Jeremiah
2:19: “Your evil will chastise you, and your apostasy will reprove
you. Know and see that it is evil and bitter for you to forsake the
Lord your God; the fear of Me is not in you, declares the Lord”
(all quotations from the English Standard Version). Jeremiah continually preached that God would chasten his people for their
wickedness so they would learn to serve him with a whole heart.
Sadly, despite three waves of Babylonian incursion, each more
destructive and bloody than the last, the people of Judah did not
benefit from Jeremiah’s message. They refused to be affected by it.
They did not repent. Even more surprising is that after the final
hammer blows of Babylon utterly wreaked havoc throughout Judea
and left the capital ravaged in 586 b.c., the people still did not get
the message God was emphatically sending. God’s chastening did
not change them. God was shouting through the megaphone of
pain, yet they remained deaf to the voice of the Lord.
133
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This lecture seeks to examine the chastening of the Lord and
the response of God’s people to it. A survey of Judah’s miserable
failure to respond properly to what God was doing in Jeremiah’s
time provides the backdrop to understanding wrong responses to
God’s discipline. Following upon this an inspection of the New
Testament’s teaching on the chastening of the Lord, particularly
as found in Hebrews 12, provides the opportunity to develop applications to today’s circumstances so that the reader can profit
from, instead of ignore, the chastening of the Lord.

The Old Testament and God’s Chastening

Jeremiah 39 describes a miserable and wretched scene. The temple
of God, his very dwelling place and palace, has been torched. The
king’s sons are slaughtered before his eyes. Jerusalem’s population
is marched off in chains to slavery in a land far away. Yet none of
this should surprise Jeremiah’s readers, who have been told this
would happen from the book’s beginnings.
What follows in chapters 40–44 is, however, stunning. The
enfeebled group left to care for the land of Judah steadfastly and
stubbornly continued their refusal to submit to God. As things go
from worse to horrific they even blame their troubles on a failure
to worship idols! It is a remarkable but fitting end for a people
who did not want to believe God would chasten them (see Jer. 7).
These chapters thus form an excellent basis to launch a discussion
of wrong responses to God’s chastening.
In chapter 40 Jeremiah is freed and allowed to choose what he
will do next. Significantly, the Babylonian captain of the guard
tells him “The Lord your God pronounced this disaster against
this place. The Lord has brought it about, and has done as He said.
Because you sinned against the Lord and did not obey His voice,
this thing has come upon you” (vss. 2–3). What has occurred in
Judah and Jerusalem was so obviously the work of God that even a
pagan from Babylon understands exactly what has happened and
why! Yet the Jews remaining there do not show the same acumen
a Babylonian soldier does. As Jeremiah elects to stay with the
pitiful people remaining in Judah the newly appointed governor,
Gedaliah, implores the people to submit to Babylon (vs. 9), something for which Jeremiah had been consistently campaigning (see
Jer. 27). Events, however, make submission to Babylon a course of
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action the people will adamantly refuse despite God’s clear warnings through his prophet. In chapter 41 Gedaliah is murdered and
there is bloodshed and mayhem of every sort. The people’s reaction is immediate: “And they went and stayed at Geruth Chimham near Bethlehem, intending to go to Egypt” (vs. 17). They are
terrified of what Babylon will do now to this troublesome province that cannot seem to behave. So, they determine to flee to
Egypt, seeking safety from the Egyptians, even though Jeremiah
had told them security could not be found in Egypt (see Jer. 37:5–
7). Ironically, in chapter 42 the people approach Jeremiah and
ask him to seek God on their behalf and see if they should go to
Egypt (vss. 2–3). They vow to follow whatever counsel Jeremiah
brings back from God (vss. 5–6). After ten days Jeremiah brings
word: do not go to Egypt, stay in Judah, or yield to Babylon, and
God will bless and keep them safe (vss. 10–12). Further, Jeremiah
goes on to announce that he knows they will go to Egypt anyway
despite his counsel (vss. 19–21), and so God will punish them
again for their disobedience. Jeremiah is right. This is precisely
what they do. The people flee to Egypt (taking Jeremiah too) in
chapter 43. In chapter 44 the people respond to Jeremiah’s preaching. They denounce him as a false prophet (vs. 16) and announce
their determination to worship idols even more fervently than
ever before (vs. 17). They point out to Jeremiah that the source
of their troubles is not Jehovah God, but their failure to worship
the queen of heaven (vss. 17–18), a failure they intend to remedy
speedily. The last words of Jeremiah in 44:20–30 (although not
the last chapter in the book, chronologically this is Jeremiah’s last
speech to God’s people) are a final, desperate rebuke of sin. Jeremiah once again urges the people to understand the Babylonian
destruction of their homeland as a chastening of God designed to
provoke repentance. Without question, there may not be a better
example of Judah as a stiff-necked and stubborn people than this
very text. Jeremiah’s story ends with God’s prophet unappreciated
and unheeded in the very land God had brought his people from
centuries before and consistently told them not to return to. Truly,
“the obstinacy evident in the citation in 44:25 brings on full force
the prediction of judgment” (Manahan 177).
Examining these chapters reveals three mistakes Judah made
that kept them from being able to profit from God’s discipline.
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First, the people would not listen to God. This is a key theme in Jeremiah. Jeremiah customarily begins his messages with a variation on the basic formula “Hear the word of the Lord” (2:4; 5:21;
6:18–19; 7:2; 9:20; 10:1; 11:2, 4; 17:20; 19:3; 21:11; 22:2, 21; 28:7;
34:4; 35:13, 15). Unfortunately, the book repeats nearly as often
that the people absolutely refused to listen to the word of the Lord
(6:10; 7:13, 26, 27; 11:10; 12:17; 13:10; 17:23; 19:15). Their refusal
to listen reaches its peak in chapter 36 where the scroll containing
God’s word is burned by king Jehoiakim, a refusal to listen of epic
proportions. An excellent summary of this theme in Jeremiah is
found in 29:17–19: “Thus says the Lord of hosts, behold, I am
sending on them sword, famine, and pestilence…because they did
not pay attention to My words, declares the Lord, that I persistently
sent to you by My servants the prophets, but you would not listen,
declares the Lord.” Instead of listening to God the people listened
to false prophets and believed them (see 23:16; 27:9, 14). This failure to listen is specifically emphasized as Judah nears the end and
Babylon’s armies threaten Jerusalem. Jeremiah 37:2 says “But neither he [Zedekiah] nor his servants nor the people of the land
listened to the words of the Lord that He spoke through Jeremiah
the prophet.” Jeremiah begs the king to be heard (for example in
37:20) but it is in vain. In his last interview with Zedekiah, the
old prophet wearily notes “If I give you counsel you will not listen
to me” (38:15). Again this point is accented with the people who
flee to Egypt, when in 44:16 they tell Jeremiah “As for the word
that you have spoken to us in the name of the Lord, we will not
listen to you” (note also 44:5).
It is, therefore, no surprise to find a second mistake following
closely on the heels of the first. The people made up their minds first,
then they consulted God. This is explicitly pointed out in 41:17’s sad
note that the people were “intending to go to Egypt.” Chapter
42’s petition to Jeremiah sounds wonderful, but 41:17 reveals it is
nothing but gamesmanship. The people are seeking for Jeremiah
to “rubber stamp” what they have already determined to do.
The folly of this mistake is evident in 42:19–22. Before the people return their verdict on Jeremiah’s counsel the Lord reveals that
he already knows what they will do. “You have gone astray” (vs. 20)
and “you have not obeyed the voice of the Lord” (vs. 21) and “know
for a certainty that you shall die by the sword, by famine, and by
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pestilence in the place where you desire to go to live” (vs. 22) are a
stinging rebuke of hard hearts. Did they really imagine they could
fool God? God knew their hearts and their unwillingness to listen to him. This text is of great value as we try to understand why
God’s chastening had so little effect on the Jews who experienced
Babylon’s devastation. What went wrong here? The astute reader
understands that God’s chastening hand can have no effect on
those who do not genuinely care what he wants them to do. When
people are set to do as they please, they will do as they please, even
if God has an invading army to burn their homes in a (futile) effort
to get their attention and change the course of their lives.
All of this is related, and undergirded, by Judah’s third crucial
error. The people lacked faith in God. The most obvious manifestation of this is the people’s fears (40:9; 41:18). Why do they defy
God and move to Egypt? They are terrified of Babylon and her
armies and how she will treat Judah when word of their troublesome problems reaches the capital. Jeremiah tries to relieve the
people’s anxiety with a strong message of consolation and comfort
(42:9–12), specifically stating that they need not fear Babylonian
reprisals, and urging them to trust in God’s mercy and his desire
for his people to remain in the land. The message here is not unique
or different. It is what Jeremiah had been preaching all along (note
similarities of 42:9–12 to 19:5–7). Trust and obey was Jeremiah’s
theme song. It is important to realize that the people had every
reason to do exactly that. Jeremiah had been unfailingly correct.
His willingness to deliver bad news when people did not want to
hear it showed his authenticity and should have vested him with
great credibility. His every prediction had been accurate. Jeremiah
was obviously speaking for God and had the credentials needed
to be recognized as God’s spokesman. Yet instead of trusting in
God and his messenger, the people categorically reject Jeremiah
(43:2) and God’s message (43:4). They do not trust God to keep
them safe from Babylon so they feel certain they must take matters into their own hands and look after themselves. Even though
God seeks to reassure them, they cannot muster the faith to believe that good word and to profit from all God has done. They are,
as Jeremiah reveals in his last prophecy, doomed (44:26ff). They
cannot and will not learn from God’s discipline because they will
not listen, their minds are already made up, and they simply do
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not believe God’s word. A better blueprint for how to refuse what
God teaches through chastening can scarcely be found.

The New Testament and God’s Chastening

The Old Testament data regarding God’s chastening is almost
uniformly dismal and disappointing, as Israel and Judah fail to
benefit from it. The New Testament viewpoint, however, is more
positive. Representative of this better perspective is 2 Corinthians
12:7–10 where Paul experiences the discipline of the Lord in the
form of the famous but mysterious “thorn in the flesh.” In a complete turnabout from what has been observed in the Old Testament, discipline works, and works exceptionally well. Paul speaks
of humility and dependence fostered in him and is well content
to receive God’s chastening (vss. 9–10). This more optimistic and
hopeful outlook on the chastening of the Lord is born out in the
most important text in the New Testament considering divine
discipline, Hebrews 12:1–11.
Before plunging into discussion and application of this passage,
a summary exegesis is in order. The reader should note that the
beginning of chapter 12 marks a dramatic shift in mood. Previously the author has used third person references but now shifts
to first or second person, and begins to use the imperative as well
(Lane 403). All of this is designed to spur on the recipients’ faltering faith. This may be the most important point to grasp about
Hebrews 12 and is essential to the New Testament’s teaching
on the chastening of the Lord. Hebrews 12 is part of a whole,
a “word of exhortation” (Heb. 13:22) designed to encourage endurance and perseverance. Divorcing chapter 12 from its context
will only result in misapplications of its powerful truths. For the
Hebrew writer that context begins in 10:32ff where the subject of
persecution and suffering is introduced. The recipients of the Hebrew epistle have “endured a hard struggle with sufferings” (vs. 32),
have been publicly exposed to ridicule and affliction (vs. 33), and
have even been imprisoned and had their property seized (vs. 34).
What did they need now? The epistle frankly announces that in
the midst of this firestorm of trouble “you have need of endurance”
(vs. 36). Endurance then moves to center stage and functions as
the pivotal idea in chapter 11, as tale after tale of men and women
who endured in every kind of adversity and difficulty is told.
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In chapter 12 the author moves out of the past to the readers’
present. They are, he says, surrounded by “a cloud of witnesses”
(12:1). This references much more than a group of passive spectators but instead speaks to active participants who encourage and
strengthen those who are still in the arena to press on (Croy 61).
Note the emphasis on “running with endurance,” the dominant
idea in the entire section.
Verse 2 introduces Jesus as both the “founder and perfecter of
our faith” who “endured the cross” (the only place this is said of
the cross and Jesus). The consummate model of endurance, the
Hebrew writer says, is Jesus. Careful observation reveals that the
Hebrew writer is finessing the story of Jesus to encourage his audience. Instead of mentioning Jesus’ terrible physical ordeal and
death he instead chooses to speak of how he “despised the shame”
(vs. 2), a reference to the embarrassment and ignominy of crucifixion. The readers of Hebrews have not known physical suffering
or death but they have been shamed (10:33). Jesus did not think
about such shame, the writer notes, instead enduring “for the joy
set before Him.” Hebrews is identifying Jesus with its readers very
carefully and deliberately.
Exegetes have been divided on precisely what the joy given up
in 12:2 is. Some have tried to tie this joy to what was immediately
available to Jesus if he would forego the cross, become an earthly
king and enjoy the accolades of the people. Joy here then actually becomes missing the pain of the cross. Foregoing the cross
for immediate earthly benefits was the “unanimous interpretation
during the patristic and early medieval periods” (Croy 37). In favor of this view is the strong connection in the terminology of
Hebrews 12 and 4 Maccabees. 4 Maccabees is a martyr account,
and the assumption was that Jesus is the ultimate martyr, giving
up earthly joys to serve God. However Jesus is not a martyr like
the Maccabees. He is not a defiant rebel who is finally captured
and put to death, resisting to the bitter end. The idea of the text
is not that Jesus renounces joy but that “the joy set before Him”
gave him the strength to continue on and triumph. As we will
see, the athletic imagery of the pericope frames Jesus as the ideal
in endurance. Like every athlete, Jesus endured much to the end
to receive a prize. Thus the joy of 12:2 that Jesus used as a key to
endurance is the joy of being glorified after the cross. Josephus
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and others use this term “prize” to refer to what is given the winner of a contest. It is also used militarily to refer to the goal of the
conquest (Croy 67). In short, the reward of glory with the Father,
set forth in the language of Psalm 110:1 as “sitting at the right
hand of God,” pulled Jesus through Gethsemane and Calvary.
Endurance then continues to drive the argument as in verse
3. The Hebrew writer does not highlight Jesus’ death but instead
the “hostility” he endured, again the very trouble the readers were
experiencing. His point is clear: Jesus endured and likewise the
disciples he addressed must not “grow weary or fainthearted.”
This is especially true since in their struggle against “sin”
(probably a parallel to vs. 3’s “sinners”) there has not yet been
the shedding of blood (vs. 4). With this observation the author
begins to turn in a new direction: suffering should be seen as the
chastening of God. To direct his readers to this different perspective on their trials he quotes from Proverbs 3:10–11. The New
Testament reveals that Proverbs 3 was well known; writers quote
from and allude to it more than any other chapter of this book
(Hendriksen 373). This quotation sets up one of the key questions about Hebrews 12, as well as one of the key questions about
suffering and the chastening of God. Does the Hebrew writer
mean for his readers to view their trials as punitive, a punishment
for sin, or does he intend for the persecution they are to endure
to be seen instead as character building and strengthening? The
implications to this question loom large over any application to
be made from Hebrews 12.
To determine the Hebrew writer’s intent, it is necessary to focus on the term “discipline” in verse 5. This rich word, paideia in
the Greek, has a variety of meanings. It can refer to punishment
(as in Luke 23:15–16), but it can also mean instruction and training, as in Ephesians 6:4 and 2 Tim 3:16 (Arndt et al. 603; LouwNida 1:489). Which is it in Hebrews 12?
Before the twelfth century most scholars saw it as instructional and for training. However, beginning with Aquinas, Calvin,
Luther, Erasmus, and others a shift in thought occurred. Calvin
wrote that “Divine corrections are whips by which God ‘chastens
our sin’” (Croy 16). This school of thought dominated for centuries.
In support of paideia being punitive, many writers reference
the Jewish concept of discipline. Citing Old Testament texts
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like Proverbs 5:12; 9:7; 12:1; 13:18; 15:10 or Psalm 6:1 or Isaiah
53:5–6 and Amos 4:6–12 the case is made that, generally speaking, Jews saw suffering as a punishment from God. In contrast,
Greeks and Romans are said to have viewed paideia more as an
instrument of training.
Yet further research finds such neat categorizations of paideia
fail. Proverbs often speaks of suffering as training (note 1:2, 7;
15:33; 4:1; 8:10; 15:5; 25:1). There are many references in Greek
and Roman literature to the gods punishing humanity with calamity and catastrophe (Croy 135).
Thus, instead of seeking refuge in word studies and over-generalization it is more helpful to examine the context in which
the Hebrew writer employs and discusses paideia. First, it is important to notice the constant use of athletic imagery that runs
throughout the passage. The sweat and pain athletes endure to
receive their prize is not punishment, but something they willingly seek out so as to build endurance. Further, the examples of
faith cited in chapter 11 are not sinners who successfully served
God only after they were punished and humbled by such discipline. No, they pressed on and endured despite hardship, with
the very hardships they struggled through perfecting them and
training them to be even more faithful before the Lord (note 11:7,
10, 16–17, 24–25, 27). Note as well, Jesus is also cited as the example of endurance (Heb. 12:2). Jesus was certainly not a sinner.
Further, and decisively, the passage explicitly says the chastening
being endured was not a sign that God had rejected the Hebrew
readers (i.e. is punishing them for sin) but instead was a sign they
were indeed sons of God (Croy 82).
When taken as a whole, and when all the evidence is surveyed,
there is no doubt that the paideia of Hebrews 12 is not punitive. God is not whipping or chastising his children because they
have done wrong. He is allowing adversity and travail because it
strengthens and trains his children so they can endure to the end.
“So the author reasons that by means of trials and difficulties God
trains His children in the way He wishes them to go, that rather
than these difficulties serving to indicate God’s displeasure, they
are in reality a proof of His love” (Lightfoot 232).
This is precisely the point that verse 7 makes: “It is for discipline that you have to endure.” Then taking up the father-child
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relationship as metaphor the text quickly points out that a lack
of discipline proves illegitimacy (vs. 8) while simultaneously noting that discipline is a cause for respect for earthly fathers (vs.
9). Verse 9 makes the classic light-to-heavy argument, continued
in verse 10. Human parents discipline us for honorable purposes,
“for our good,” but such is nothing when compared to the opportunity to “share His holiness” (vs. 10). For certain such discipline
is hard to bear and is not pleasant, but its end result is the prize:
“trained” (note the athletic imagery again) to endure and receive
the “peaceful fruit of righteousness.” The Hebrew writer brings
his argument to a climax in verses 12–13: “Therefore [because
you understand what God is doing and accomplishing] encourage
each other, especially the weak and faltering, to continue on in
His service.”
Hebrews 12 is not the only text that discusses discipline and
chastening. However, it is fair to note that understood properly
it is in concert with the New Testament’s usual rejection of suffering as a direct punishment for sin (John 9; Luke 13:1–5; Rom.
5:3–4). That is not to say such never happens (note Acts 5; 12) but
that such is certainly not God’s customary modus operandi. In this
way the New Testament, and especially Hebrews 12, stands apart
from the days of old Israel when a fiery prophet could (and did)
clearly announce God’s chastening hand as a direct punishment
for sin. Given these complexities how then do disciples today
come to understand what God is doing in their lives? It is time to
turn our attention to applications of the Bible’s teaching about the
chastening of the Lord.

Application to Today

An examination of both Old and New Testament materials on
suffering and the discipline of God finds a complex array of ideas
and purposes for suffering. As with Judah long ago, some suffering is the direct result of sin (and a prophet was present in the
Old Testament to specifically explain that point). Other suffering,
such as what the readers of Hebrews endured, is designed not to
punish but train and better its recipients. Factor in the action of
Satan bringing pain to this world and even random chance (note
Luke 10:31; Eccl. 9:11) and it becomes difficult for the disciple
today to be entirely sure where to place the blame for the problems
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of life. That lack of certainty may prevent a proper response. Instead of growing better some become bitter. It is possible for us to
be as belligerent and stubborn and unyielding as Judah was, even
while denouncing them for their failures. What can be synthesized from this study of God’s chastening so that the children of
God today might do better?

First, it seems significant that the Scriptures allow uncertainty in the
believer’s life. The Hebrew writer found it necessary to write and
“straighten out” his readers on the matter of suffering. They were
unsure what was happening or what to do with the troubles they
were experiencing. Was persecution a sign of God’s displeasure,
the work of the devil against them, or something else? These are
the same questions Christians ask today, yet no inspired epistle
arrives to clarify matters. However, the Bible makes very specific
promises to equip us for every good work (2 Tim. 3:16–17) and yet
no verse or set of verses even begins to give the disciple a barometer to measure the storms of life and discern their origins. Indeed,
some passages seem almost deliberately to muddy the waters and
destroy all attempts at neat solutions (note God’s allowing Satan
to wreck Job’s life in Job 1 and 2; also compare 2 Sam. 24:1 and
1 Chron. 24:1). Since the Bible does not tell us how to sort it all
out perhaps it is time to frankly confess that the causes and purposes behind suffering in this world elude and confound us. We
must admit that as we live day to day, and are caught up in the
midst of a variety of trials, we simply cannot know and we will
not know whether such comes from the hand of God, from our
enemy the devil, or are just the product of random coincidences.
This writer suggests that it is fruitless to try and decide who or
what is responsible for everything that happens in our lives, and
even more, it is counterproductive. Discerning everything about
suffering, and the battle going on in heavenly places (Eph. 6:12)
is simply beyond us.
This idea is key because what is not beyond us is knowing how
to act and live and do in the midst of pain and adversity. Perhaps
this is why Scripture does not tell more of adversity’s origins. We
might get so caught up in the “why” that we fail to focus on how
to live in suffering so as to gain from it and glorify God. Without
doubt those who fall into the trap of endless concern about suf-
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ferings’ origins often reach very wrong conclusions about what is
happening and experience “paralysis by analysis.” Contrast that
to Paul’s marvelous statement in Philippians 1:20–21: “as it is my
eager expectation and hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but
that with full courage now as always Christ will be honored in
my body, whether by life or by death. For to me to live is Christ,
and to die is gain.” Instead of blaming God for his imprisonment
and impending execution, or railing against the devil, or trying
to puzzle how these things have happened to him when he was
serving the Lord so faithfully, Paul goes beyond those matters to
discuss how he will meet each day. His focus is on glorifying God
no matter what. His faith is unmoved. His trust is undamaged.
Paul’s concern is with what to do next, and not with intellectually
understanding the origins of his pain or problems. It is difficult to
imagine that disciples today can do better than how an inspired
apostle treated suffering in his own life.

That means, secondly, we must make use of the opportunity suffering
presents to examine every aspect of our lives. Just because we do
not understand everything about suffering should not preclude
us from letting this event work in our lives to make us better
disciples. Part of the “how to live” through suffering must include some level of inspection and examination because the Bible
makes clear that suffering can be sin related. Haggai rebuked
the people of Israel who went through hard times without ever
considering the possibility that the famine they experienced was
God’s attempt to get their attention for their apathy toward His
temple (Hag. 1:5–11). Hughes writes that today some “vaguely
intuit that they are experiencing discipline, but refuse to meditate
upon what it might mean. They make light of it—they blow it off!
It is better not to think too much about one’s hardships, they say
to themselves, or they might have to do something about them.
Better to just ignore them. By refusing to consider their deep
waters, their lives remain perpetually shallow” (20169). Like it or
not, some pain is the result of sin. The thoughtful child of God in
adversity will certainly search throughout life to see if such could
be the case. That does not mean an obsessive, paranoid spirit will
take over life. The trial may not come from sin, but looking certainly will not hurt! Jeremiah urged this course of action in Lam-
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entations 3:40: “Let us test and examine our ways, and return to
the Lord!” If we are away from the Lord such a test makes the
hurt and trials experienced our best friend.

Thirdly, the disciple recognizes the unique view of Christians on
suffering. What does the disciple do once his/her life has been
searched and found blameless? The disciple moves forward to see
what other good can come from bad. Regrettably, very little is said
about this today. People are mostly interested in how to stop suffering, and it seems Christians are mostly interested in why God
has let them down by allowing them to suffer in the first place.
Barret’s comments fit our age perfectly: “The discipline of psychology has paid little attention to the possibility that suffering may
have some potential for human healing…if we eat right, exercise,
do our affirmations and take preventative measures we should not
have to suffer” (Barret 462). Christians can and must do better.
Suffering can do more than correct obvious sin. It can train us
to be sympathetic and helpful to others when they are hurting.
It can refocus our priorities and agendas. It can cause humility
and dependence upon God. “The children of God are [not] to be
pampered and petted, shielded from every rough wind, and gently
carried over all the hard places. It is next to criminal to rear children in this way, as thousands of instances in these modern days
amply show, resulting as it does in a useless and often vicious life
for them. The heavenly Father will not make that mistake. He
loves His sons and daughters and wishes them to be strong, robust
and beautiful; but to have them so requires their attendance in
the rough school of trial, the gymnasium of discipline. Nor is experience here an elective branch of study, but the most important
one in the curriculum; in fact it is the basis of all learning in the
Christian life, for discipline includes all trial, suffering and disappointment that comes to the believer, in brief everything that is
contrary to his own natural choosing” (Cowan 103:464–65). Such
an understanding vastly affects how we respond to the difficulties
of life. The Hebrew writer tells us that some “regard lightly the
Lord’s discipline” while others are wearied by it (12:5). Others may
accept suffering with self-pitying, telling themselves they did not
deserve such. Some may become angry with God, blaming him for
what has happened (even as they cannot be positive about such a
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conclusion). Instead, Jeremiah urged his people to let the suffering
they were undergoing mold them into better servants of Jehovah.
The Hebrew writer finds his people in a radically different situation
but urges the same course. Chastening can bring us closer to God
if we will only see it differently than this world sees it.

Finally, God specifically recommends prayer. James directs the attention of the hurting to prayer when he says “Is anyone among
you suffering? Let him pray” (5:13). Here is a specific Bible verse
that tells disciples precisely what to do in trials. Perhaps it is fair
to note here that contextually it is doubtful James means “pray
to end the trials” but more probably means “pray to gain wisdom
from these trials” (see 1:3–5). Do we take seriously the opportunity to talk with God about how to profit from suffering? If we
are in sin do we not want to learn of it so we can repent and serve
the Lord? If we need to be equipped to serve or we need our lives
refocused or we need to learn endurance, do we not want to understand and gain those lessons? If these are the matters that are
on our hearts surely they will gain expression in prayer. In almost
any assembly one can hear the cliché “Lord, defeat us where we
are wrong” offered in prayer. If we are then defeated do we ask
God to show us how we have failed, rather than complain to him
that he has failed in allowing such a defeat? Praying “God, if you
are behind this travail move providentially so I will understand
that I am off course” is the kind of praying that takes the chastening of the Lord seriously and tries to learn from it. Both Jeremiah
and the Hebrew writer had to help their audiences get past pain
and consider the good that could happen even in pain. Much of
that same spirit is needed today.
There are no easy answers to hard questions about God’s chastening and discipline. Too many have added pain to those already
hurting with facile answers about suffering that simply do not encompass all that Scripture says, and that do not honestly assess the
limitations of human knowledge. By examining Jeremiah we can
learn how not to respond to God’s chastening. By learning from
Hebrews we can understand more about God’s activity in our lives
through suffering. With prayerful considerations of these ideas
may we draw ever closer to God so he no longer needs to shout
through the megaphone of pain to gain his people’s attention.
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1. Mannaseh being the almost sole exception, see 2 Chron. 33:12ff.
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Purity in an Unclean World
Albert Dickson

Purity Begins With the Heart

In the 1990s, Mayor Rudi Giuliani had the colossal task of cleaning up New York City. It was literally dirty with graffiti written
on the subway cars, homeless people roaming the streets, and
vandalism occurring all over the place. He began by ordering
city workers to remove the graffiti off the subway cars, round up
the homeless, and put them in homeless shelters. Those who were
caught vandalizing public property were assigned to help the city
workers in the cleanup project. Even though Mayor Giuliani
began by cleaning up the outside, the aim was to change their
perception about the city. The people became so accustomed to
seeing a clean city that they changed their behavior, and New
York became a cleaner and a safer place to live. So it is with the
Christian. When we become pure in heart and mind—only then
we will be able to live a life of purity in an unclean world. The inner man must be cleansed and disciplined if it is to be manifested
on the outside by our behavior.

The Babylonian World

Many of us are under the false impression that the Babylonian
world was very different from the world we live in today. We
think that we are more sophisticated and evolved than those of
the past. True, they did not have the same amenities and technological advances as we have today; however, they were very wellversed in mathematics, literature, and astronomy. Just as our society is today, they too had their beliefs in false religions. We read
in Daniel how Nebuchadnezzar enacted an edict for everyone to
bow and give homage to an image that he had constructed. The
149
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king expressed his pride in his great accomplishments. He was
under the false impression that these accomplishments were done
by his own power. He, like the others and we today, must learn
“the Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind and bestows
it on whomever He wishes” (Dan. 4:25 NASU). King Belshazzar
desecrated the devoted items from the temple of the Lord by have
a drinking party. The king showed a lack of reverence for the God
of Israel. Later that day the Babylonian empire fell.
Today, such drinking parties occur in our so-called sophisticated society. One of the things that give parents great concern is
hearing about the drinking parties or binge drinking that occur
in many of our colleges and universities. The moral restraints are
loosened, seducing both young and old to irreverent behavior and
abuses of the body. Instead of devoting our bodies in service to
God, we cast them into the throes of hedonism. We are to present
our “bodies as living and holy sacrifices acceptable to God” (Rom.
12:1–2). Therefore, our society and world are no different than
what we read concerning kings Nebuchadnezzar and Belshazzar.
The moral standard of the Babylonian culture was based on
whatever law the kings devised. Several of the prophets expressed
this view, causing some of them to wonder how God could use
them to judge the nation of Israel (Isa. 13–14; 21:9; Hab. 1:7;
Jer. 25:12; 50:2). For the righteous who were taken to live in the
Babylonian culture, living a life of purity was challenging. So, the
question is, how do we meet these challenges? How can we live in
purity in such crooked, perverted societies today? What is living
a life of purity? Why is living a life of purity so important? Other
lectures in this series will answer the latter question. However, in
order for us to find out the answers to these questions we must
look to the word of God. It provides the standard of living for
the Christian, no matter in what society he or she lives. In Paul’s
letter to Timothy he stated, “All Scripture is inspired by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in
righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped
for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). He stated that the Scriptures gave Timothy “wisdom that leads to salvation.” Therefore,
this training in righteousness the Scriptures provide is about living a life of purity in any society. If we live by any other standard,
it will be a standard or law of living derived from men.
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Youngblood contends that more than half of the usage of the word
“pure” or “purity” in the Old Testament refers to gold. He further
states that twice “pure” represents a form of the verb taher, “be
clean, pure” (Job 4:17; Prov. 20:9) (1054). In the New Testament,
the word is translated “singleness,” referring to the heart (Acts
2:46; Eph. 6:5; KJV). It is also translated “holiness” (1 Pet. 1:16),
“sincerity” (Col. 3:22), and “sanctify” (Heb. 13:12). The Complete
Word Study Dictionary says “the term is most frequently used in
Leviticus where it has reference to ritual cleansing of either things
or persons.” The apostle Peter summed up these thought in his
letter when he wrote, “In this you greatly rejoice, even though
now for a little while, if necessary, you have been distressed by
various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious
than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may
be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation
of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:7). Faith is compared to gold, but more
precious. This includes our initial obedience to the gospel where
sin is removed or purged from us. As we walk in newness of life
(Rom. 6:4) we will be “tested by fire” to further purify our faith.
Therefore, the purity we are talking about is an ethical purity of
thought and behavior that is appropriate for people professing to
be of the true and living God.
Purity is not something that is tangible where we may touch
or feel with our hands; instead it is the quality of living as defined
and determined by God. When we behave or live in purity, we
simply are manifesting a faith and hope that is in him. Just as
faith and hope begin with the heart, so does purity.
Paul encouraged the Christians at Philippi to think on things
that are “pure,” that is, holy, blameless and undefiled. Why is this?
Because our behavior or conduct stems from what is in the heart.
It is as the old adage “garbage in, garbage out.” Jesus said in Matthew 5:8, “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”
Thomas Watson espouses that seeing God is not only about seeing
him in the life to come, but also being able to see his “glorious attributes in the glass of his Word” (197). We are encouraged that
such knowledge helps us to understand that the God we serve
is looking out for our best interests. Regardless of the circumstances and regardless of the challenges, as we are faithful to ob-
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serve God’s attributes in our life, he will identify us as belonging
to him, thereby obtaining his favor (2 Cor. 6:17–18). The apostle
John gave this same encouragement to the Christians of his day
who were being confronted by those who deemed themselves superior to them: “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has
not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is.
And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him purifies himself,
just as He is pure” (1 John 3:2–3).

How to Live in Purity

One may ask, how can we live in purity in this society when
we are constantly bombarded with easy access to pornography,
alcohol, drugs, etc. How can we live in purity when it seems
we are outnumbered and surrounded by the enemy? How about
when the unrighteous are exalted to positions of power and then
are held in high esteem as they continue their ungodly behavior?
Does it not make it easy for us to be tempted to engage in sin that
seems harmless and pleasurable? There is no doubt that these are
valid questions.
How did Noah gain favor with God even though the thoughts
and intents of the heart of man did evil continually? (Gen. 6:4–8).
He definitely was surrounded by ungodly people. How did Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego live in purity while they
were captives of the Babylonians? (Dan. 1–6). Let us take a look
at four principles that guided those who were presented with the
same challenges and yet lived lives in purity while in an unclean
world. Just as these principles sustained them, they can and will
sustain us and help us to live lives of purity in an unclean world.
First, we must know the God whom we serve. If the god we
serve is an idol, then we are destined to fail in living in purity.
We normally think of idols as those wooden figurines that one
bowed before. In some cases that was true. However, an idol
is anything that is placed or put ahead of the true and living
God. Paul calls them “so-called gods”; he also said “there are
many” (1 Cor. 8:5). These include such things as the philosophy of men, empty deception, traditions of men, and self-based
religions. Such gods are nothing because they are “of no value
against fleshly indulgence” (Col. 2:8, 20–23). It is no wonder that
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both Paul and Jude commended the brethren in the hand of the
true and living God and his word because he is able to keep us
and make us stand (Acts 20:32; Jude 1:24–25).
For the Christian to know the great keeper of men requires an
intimate knowledge of him. This means to know his likes and dislikes. It is as the intimate knowledge a husband would have of his
wife. This requires spending time studying his word, conversing
with him in prayer, and applying his principles in our lives. Enoch
is described as one who “walked with God” (Gen. 5:22–24). He
learned who God was by walking and talking with him. The
apostle John said, “By this we know that we have come to know
Him, if we keep His commandments” (1 John 2:3).
Daniel was able to live in purity during the Babylonian Captivity because he knew his God. Imagine for a moment what
might have been going through his mind as he was carried off
to Babylon to serve in the court of a foreign king, Nebuchadnezzar. He, along with Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego were
going to a land they did not know at a young age. If they considered themselves as a product of their environment, then they
would eventually cave in to the influences of Babylonian society.
However, they did not conform to the Babylonian culture that
violated the laws of their God.
We read of Daniel refusing to eat from the king’s choice food
and drink (Dan. 1:5). Instead, he remained faithful to God’s dietary standard. Why? Because he knew God’s requirements and
that those requirements were best for him. He also knew if he ate
of the choice food and drink from the king of Babylon’s table, it
would defile him (Dan. 1:8). His desire was to please his God.
The friends of Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego
knew God was able to deliver them from the rage and wrath of
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. So they refused to bow down
or worship the gods of either Babylon or the golden image he
had made (Dan. 3:14–17). They knew that the golden image of
Nebuchadnezzar would not and could not save them. They had a
greater fear of the true God than of man. What was so impressive
about these men was their fearlessness to face whatever physical
threat and pain that would be given them by the king. They were
willing to go through this even if God did not deliver them.
Joseph knew God. His knowledge of God’s will gave him the
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guidance and the stability to live in purity while being enslaved.
He knew from whom all his blessings came while dwelling in Potiphar’s house as his personal slave. When faced with the temptation to lay with Potiphar’s wife, he knew it would be a sin against
the God in whom he trusted. Therefore, he fled to maintain his
purity in an unclean situation (Gen. 39). Joseph illustrates Paul’s
encouragement to Timothy: “Now flee from youthful lusts and
pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call
on the Lord from a pure heart” (2 Tim. 2:22).
To live in purity, it is imperative that we know God. We must
know what he requires. We must know his standard of living.
And we know that when we sin, it grieves him as it grieved him
when, in the days of Noah, he came and saw the thoughts and
intents of man’s heart was only evil continually (Gen. 6:5). Without knowing God and his wisdom of life, we will be hitting and
missing. Our soul is hanging in the balance and is far too valuable
for us to take such chances with it.
Second, we must trust God. Trust is the key to our obedience or
application of God’s truth. Trust is defined by Webster as “confidence; reliance or resting of the mind on the integrity, veracity, justice, friendship or other sound principle of another person.”
Take careful notice of two key words: confidence and reliance.
Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s command not to eat of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil. They did not believe
God, who said that if they ate they would “surely die” (Gen.
2:17); instead they believed the serpent, who said they would not
surely die. They expressed more confidence or trust in the serpent than they did in God. Because of that act of unbelief, man
has been suffering the consequences. The Creator knows what is
best for his most prized creation, man. He knows how to direct
us to avoid the pitfalls of life. Therefore, we must trust his word,
since we do not how to live in purity unless we are guided by the
higher standard he provides. The prophet Jeremiah said to Judah
during the early stages of the Babylonian Captivity, “I know, O
Lord, that a man’s way is not in himself, nor is it in a man who
walks to direct his steps” (Jer. 10:23). He goes on to ask the Lord
to correct him. We must align ourselves with the standard of
God so we can live in purity even though the world we live in is
corrupt and unclean.
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By applying God’s standard for living in our lives, we are entrusting our soul to him. Daniel was manifesting his trust in God
when he confronted the steward whom the chief of the eunuchs
had assigned over him, Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego, to
test and observe their appearance as they ate from God’s dietary
standard (Dan. 1:10–13). Daniel so trusted God and his ways that
he risked his life, his friends’ lives, and the life of the steward.
This trust in God was also demonstrated by those whose faith
and hope were in God, such as Abraham. He so trusted God
that at the command of God to offer his son of promise, Isaac,
he immediately did so (Gen. 22:8–12). The Hebrew writer mentioned this great act of trust to encourage the Hebrew Christians
to remain faithful to the Lord by speaking of Abraham’s thought
process: “He considered that God is able to raise people even
from the dead, from whom he also received him back as a type”
(Heb. 11:17–19).
When we are under pressure from the world to live according
to its standard, do we conform, or do we take a stand to live according to God’s standard?
Third, we must determine in our mind to obey God. We must
make up our mind. Tim LaHaye points out that there are three
main aspects of the brain: the part where we think and reason;
the part that is called the “emotional center”; and the part that is
the will. These three parts make man unique from all other living
creatures (13–22). When all three of these parts are unified in
purpose, we describe it as being whole-hearted. This is what God
said of man when he purposed to build a tower whose top would
reach the heavens: “The Lord said, ‘Behold, they are one people,
and they all have the same language. And this is what they began
to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them’” (Gen. 11:5–6). The Complete Word Study Dictionary says of the word purpose: “this verb derives its meaning from
the idea of talking to oneself in a low voice, as if arriving at some
conclusion. It denotes the action of fixing thought on an object so
as to acquire it; devising a plan or an agenda; conceiving an idea;
and determining a course of action.” God said of the people that
“they are one people.” They had the same agenda, they were united
in purpose, having determined their course of action they set out
to build this tower; thus, nothing was impossible for them.
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Daniel did this when he was taken into Babylonian captivity. The Scriptures said he made up his mind “that he would not
defile himself with the king’s choice food or with the wine which
he drank; so he took a course of action seeking permission from
the commander of the officials that he might not defile himself ”
(Dan. 1:8). At a young age, Daniel’s faith was challenged; however, he maintained his purity, thus obtaining the favor God.
When Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego said “we are not
going to serve your gods or worship the golden image that you
have set up,” they, too, were expressing made up, purposed, determined minds (Dan. 3:18). They found favor with God. He
delivered them from the fiery furnace, which made an impact
on the heart and mind of Nebuchadnezzar to the point that he
praised God, decreeing that no one was to blaspheme the God of
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego (Dan. 3:22–30).
The Hebrew Christians were contemplating going back to living by the old law, failing to realize that they were under a better
covenant and a greater priesthood in Christ. They were throwing
away their confidence. So the Hebrew writer referred those who
had made up their mind to serve God and live by his standard.
Among those mentioned was Moses, who made up his mind to
live a life of purity by “choosing rather to endure ill-treatment
with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin”
(Heb. 11:25).
The Hebrew writer further encouraged the Hebrew Christians to make up their minds by laying aside sin, looking to Jesus
who is the pioneer and perfecter of their faith (Heb. 12:2). Neil
R. Lightfoot makes this point about Jesus. “The Greek term for
pioneer is archegos…, which often means ‘author’ or ‘originator,’
but here refers to one who takes the lead or sets the example”
(229). This is complicit to what the apostle Paul preached to the
Athenians in Acts 17:30–31: “…because He has fixed a day in
which He will judge the world in righteousness through a Man
whom He has appointed, having furnished proof to all men by
raising Him from the dead.”
For Christians to live lives of purity today we must make up
our minds. We must have a “singleness” of heart (Acts 2:46 KJV).
Jesus teaches us that we “cannot serve two masters” (Matt. 6:24).
James warns us that a “double-minded man [is] unstable in all his
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ways” (Jas. 1:8). Just as God said of those at the tower that nothing would be impossible for them to do (Gen. 11:6), when we love
the Lord our God with our entire heart, with our entire soul, and
with our entire mind (Matt. 22:37), nothing will be impossible
for us to do.
Fourth, we must constantly engage in prayer. How often is this
vital and powerful principle overlooked? Throughout the Scriptures those who lived lives of purity prayed often. Daniel would
often pray three times a day (Dan. 6:10). He would often pray for
answers, guidance from God, deliverance, and intercession for his
people (Dan. 2:17–18; 10:12; 12:8). Paul encouraged the brethren
in Thessalonica to “pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17). It is a
battle to live a life of purity. Our adversary the devil is very cunning. As we put on the armor of God to fight the battles of life,
prayer is the method by which we communicate with our heavenly Father for supplies and help we need (Eph. 6:13–19).
Prayer helps us to maintain our focus and is a constant reminder that our God is near. We are not to be anxious for anything;
instead we are to make our petitions known to our Lord. To live
a life of purity in an unclean world is a battle. At times the world
will rage furiously, and when it does, we are to pray, which will
bring about his peace in our lives. “Be anxious for nothing, but
in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let
your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God,
which surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and
your minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:6–7).

Living in Purity

Purity is about living in such a way that professes that we belong
to God. The faithful that we read about in Scripture lived by the
four principles mentioned earlier. Their lives reflected the glory of
God just as our lives should. It was not easy for them nor will it
be easy for us. However, it can be done. The apostle Paul said to
Timothy that “indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus
will be persecuted” (2 Tim. 3:12). We live in a very cynical and
dangerous world. As long as men continue to think they are in
control and see no need for God, this world will continue to be
dangerous. When we apply the wisdom of God, even in the midst
of the cynics we can live in purity.
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We must know God, we must trust him with a made up mind
to follow his word, no matter how much the forces of darkness
surround us. We need to take to heart what Elisha told his servant
as they, too, were surround by their enemies: “for those who are
with us are more than those who are with them” (2 Kings 6:16).
With God, all things are possible (Matt. 19:26) for he is the one
who can strengthen us to live in purity in an unclean world (Phil.
4:13). Therefore, let us rise to the occasion and let us live in purity
so that God may be glorified in us.
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Submit to the King of Babylon
Allan Turner
In Jeremiah 29:4–7, the weeping prophet, writing to those who
had been carried away into Babylonian captivity, said in part:
Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all who are
carried away captive, whom I have caused to be carried away
from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and dwell in them;
plant gardens and eat their fruit. Take wives and beget sons and
daughters; and take wives for your sons and give your daughters
to husbands, so that they may bear sons and daughters—that you
may be increased there, and not diminished. And seek the peace
of the city where I have caused you to be carried away captive,
and pray to the Lord for it; for in its peace you will have peace.

What we see in these instructions is not what we might have expected. For instead of plotting the destruction of their conquerors, an uncircumcised heathen power, these Jews were instructed
to seek the blessing of that great pagan city to which they were
taken captive, praying for its peace and prosperity as they went
about the task of doing good to all its inhabitants as they had
opportunity. This is the same idea we see being taught in Galatians 6:10, which ought not to be surprising, for it is precisely this
Babylonian captivity paradigm that we will see modeled over and
over again in the New Testament, especially in the first of Peter’s
general epistles “to the elect who are sojourners of the Dispersion” (1 Pet. 1:1 ASV), and this in light of the emperor cult that
was already flourishing in imperial Rome. We’ll have more to say
about this in just a moment, but for now let us think a bit more on
the life and death struggles of Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and
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Azariah—struggles which exemplify just what it meant to submit
to the king of Babylon.
Who among us has not read the exploits of these great men
of faith and reveled in God’s magnificent vindication of them.
Successfully walking the gauntlet of what we today would call
church-state issues, these men faithfully served both their God
and the Babylonian empire of their captivity. Even so, and this
point must not be neglected, Daniel and his friends did not hesitate to disobey the civil authorities when ordered to do things
contrary to their faith in, and allegiance to, the one true and living God, the Creator and Sustainer of the universe. Thus, what I
will be arguing for in this lecture is that what we need today are
churches filled with Daniels, Hananiahs, Mishaels, and Azariahs. For then, and only then, will we be the kind of individuals
we are called upon, as a blood-bought people, to be. Hence, like
Daniel, who knew how to “seek the peace of the city” to which
God had carried him into exile, but who, along with Hananiah,
Mishael and Azariah, would not bow to its “image of gold,” the
New Testament Christian needs to reflect the godly service the
Lord enjoins upon his priesthood of spiritual pilgrims who, in
every age, sojourn in Babylon while longing for “a better country”
(Heb. 11:16).
The implications of failing to understand this concept are profound and the results devastating. For when Christians fail to understand the idea of submission to civil authorities tempered with
holy disobedience, they fail their Lord and, without repentance,
will spend an eternity in a Devil’s hell (cf. Ps. 9:17a). At the same
time, unless the state understands the “Law above the law” principle that makes it amenable to the “Most High God who rules
in the kingdom of men” (Dan. 4:25b), it will ultimately become
engaged in the wholesale persecution of God’s people. When this
happens, it will be judged by Jesus Christ and consigned to that
inglorious dustbin of history, an epitaph written boldly on the
tombstone of every nation that forgets God (cf. Ps. 9:17b).
Consequently, the Babylonian pilgrimage of Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah serves as an Old Testament example
of what it means for us today, in this place and at this time, to be
salt and light to a lost and dying world (cf. Matt. 5:13–16). As
I’ve already mentioned, it is this very same paradigm the apostle
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Peter used in his instructions to Christians, whom he revealingly
referred to in 1 Peter 1:1 as the sojourners of the Diaspora. To
these, he said:
Therefore gird up the loins of your mind, be sober, and rest your
hope fully upon the grace that is to be brought to you at the
revelation of Jesus Christ; as obedient children, not conforming yourselves to the former lusts, as in your ignorance; but as
He who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct,
because it is written, “Be holy, for I am holy.” And if you call
on the Father, who without partiality judges according to each
one’s work, conduct yourselves throughout the time of your sojourning here in fear; knowing that you were not redeemed with
corruptible things, like silver or gold, from your aimless conduct
received by tradition from your fathers, but with the precious
blood of Christ, as a lamb without blemish and without spot. (1
Pet. 1:13–19)

Reading this, we can easily see the emphasis Peter placed upon
the “work” and “conduct” of these “sojourners,” calling upon them
to out-think, out-live, and out-die the pagans among whom they
lived as resident aliens. Calling them “a chosen generation, a royal
priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people” (1 Pet. 2:9),
he tasked them with various responsibilities. In fact, their very
“calling” forms a theme, introduced here and found in two other
places, that says their task as resident aliens is (1) to proclaim, (2)
to follow, and (3) to bless.
Firstly, it was their duty, as the elect of God, to proclaim the
virtues and characteristics of the one who called them out of
darkness and into his marvelous light (cf. 1 Pet. 2:9b). They were
to do this, the following verses indicate, by manifesting a lifestyle
filled with good works:
Beloved, I beg you as sojourners and pilgrims, abstain from
fleshly lusts which war against the soul, having your conduct
honorable among the Gentiles, that when they speak against you
as evildoers, they may, by your good works which they observe,
glorify God in the day of visitation. Therefore submit yourselves
to every ordinance of man for the Lord’s sake, whether to the
king as supreme, or to governors, as those who are sent by him
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for the punishment of evildoers and for the praise of those who
do good. For this is the will of God, that by doing good you may
put to silence the ignorance of foolish men—as free, yet not using your liberty as a cloak for vice, but as servants of God. Honor
all people. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honor the king. (1
Pet. 2:11-17)

Secondly, in lieu of the unjust treatment a Christian might
receive as a household servant of the spiritually uncircumcised, he
was to follow the example of his patiently suffering Lord and Savior Jesus Christ: “For to this you were called, because Christ also
suffered for us, leaving us an example, that you should follow His
steps: ‘Who committed no sin, nor was guile found in his mouth,’
who, when He was reviled, did not revile in return; when He
suffered, did not threaten, but committed Himself to Him who
judges righteously” (1 Pet. 2:21–23). In other words, their imitatio
Christi, or imitation of Christ, was to be seen by the pagans who
surrounded them in their willingness to patiently suffer mistreatment while continuing to do good.
Thirdly, as the persecutions that would come their way as a
result of the imperial cult were manifested in Rome, first by Nero
and then by Domitian, the sojourners of the Diaspora—who were
not to be directly threatened by these persecutions as they were
largely confined to the city of Rome and its immediate environs—
would, nevertheless, be subject to mistreatment and discrimination in the cities and provinces of the Empire. As they would
experience these unpleasant and obnoxious things, it was their
task to bless those who abused them, knowing that they were
called for this very purpose, that they themselves might “inherit a
blessing” (1 Pet. 3:9). Thus, Christians were called upon to relate
to the pagans who surrounded them the same way God related to
them with his great blessing of Christ. “For ‘He who would love
life and see good days, let him refrain his tongue from evil, and
his lips from speaking guile; let him turn away from evil and do
good; let him speak peace and pursue it. For the eyes of the Lord
are on the righteous, and his ears are open to their prayers; but the
face of the Lord is against those who do evil’” (1 Pet. 3:10–12).
Consequently, it cannot be misunderstood that the sojourners of the first century Christian Dispersion were called upon to
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mimic the Jewish Diaspora of the sixth century b.c. As such, they
were to seek the welfare of the city in which they lived, praying
for its peace and blessing it with good deeds (cf. Jer. 27:9). These
good deeds encompassed three areas of life. One was in the public
arena—submitting to every ordinance of man, to the king and
governors, etc. (cf. 1 Pet. 2:13–17). Another was in their private
relationships—servants in the household and wives and husbands
in marriage (cf. 1 Pet. 2:18–3:7). The final area was more general—
not restricted to either public or private relationships (1 Pet. 3:8ff.).
It was in these three areas, then, that the Christian fulfilled his
ministry, proclaiming Jesus as Lord, following in his footsteps, and
blessing those among whom he dwelt.

The American Babylon: Our Home Away From Home

Let us move now from Babylon and Rome to thinking a bit about
our relationship with America. The title I’ve given this section
may be a bit shocking to some. Nevertheless, I believe it accurately describes the situation in which we find ourselves. To see
this more clearly, it is helpful to think a bit about events that took
place in the nineteenth century. Alexander Campbell, the most
prominent of the restorationists, standing as he did on the shoulders of some great thinkers before him (like Bacon, Newton, and
especially Locke), was very much at ease with the separation of
church and state that was the American experiment—an experiment that was far different from the notion of the divine right of
kings and the state church that had so dominated the European
continent up to that time. Consequently, American Christians by
and large submitted themselves most willingly to the authority
of the secular state. After all, the American form of government
granted them the freedom of conscience and religion that their
various European experiences had not provided.
Consequently, it was not hard for these Christians to render
their wholehearted allegiance to the American system of government. For far from being a government to be feared, it offered
them protection to worship God the way they thought best. And
even though many of the major restoration leaders were conscientious objectors, rejecting military and police service because they
believed such to be against the Scriptures, they found that the
American system was most tolerant of their religious convictions,
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respecting their views so long as it could be demonstrated that
they sincerely held them on religious grounds.
In turn, these same restoration leaders taught their followers that they were scripturally obligated to obey the government
and pay their taxes, which is clearly what the Bible teaches. Most
of these leaders did not object to the government fighting wars
in order to protect its citizens, only that such was something in
which Christians ought not to be directly involved. But because
being an American was so comfortable for most Christians, very
little was ever said about holy disobedience. (By “holy disobedience,” I mean the kind demonstrated by Daniel and his friends
and manifested in the actions of the apostles in Acts 4:19 and
5:29, where they made it clear that they “ought to obey God rather
than men.”) But now, with the rise of secularism and its intrinsic
tendency to exalt the state as the ultimate authority, it has become
necessary to think about those times and circumstances when it is
necessary for the faithful Christian to defy the state.
However, the idolized state does not take kindly the refusal of
its subjects to obey its edicts. I call your attention once more to the
book of Daniel and the faithful integrity of Hananiah, Mishael,
and Azariah:
“There are certain Jews who you have set over the affairs of the
province of Babylon: Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego;
these men, O king, have not paid due regard to you. They do not
serve your gods or worship the gold image which you have set
up.” Then Nebuchadnezzar, in rage and fury, gave the command
to bring Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego. So they brought
these men before the king. Nebuchadnezzar spoke, saying to
them, “Is it true, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-Nego, that you
do not serve my gods or worship the gold image which I have
set up? Now if you are ready at the time you hear the sound of
the horn, flute, harp, lyre, and psaltery, in symphony with all
kinds of music, and you fall down and worship the image which
I have made, good! But if you do not worship, you shall be cast
immediately into the midst of a burning fiery furnace. And who
is the god who will deliver you out of my hands?” Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abed-Nego answered and said to the king, “O
Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer you in this matter.
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If that is the case, our God whom we serve is able to deliver us
from the burning fiery furnace, and He will deliver us from your
hand, O king. But if not, let it be known to you, O king, that
we do not serve your gods, nor will we worship the gold image
which you have set up.” (3:12-18)

Likewise, the Revelation 13 government of John’s Apocalypse demanded worship and absolute obedience from its subjects. When
Rome’s citizens gave in to such demands by purchasing from
the Concilia a pinch of incense, and then publicly burning this
to Caesar as God, they were afforded all the “rights” of Roman
citizenship. These included the free handouts Rome provided its
citizens, along with permission to join and remain in the various
work guilds, without which it would be very difficult to support
oneself and family. But when its “recalcitrant” citizens refused to
worship and obey (i.e., when they refused to burn a little incense
to Caesar), they were severely punished, sometimes even to the
point of death. (I put “recalcitrant” in quotes, because this did not
really represent the submissive and obedient spirit of Christian
citizens, but only the state’s perception of them as they refused to
honor the Roman gods, which included the emperors.)
What this all means is that there is an immense difference
between the way Babylon and Rome treated its citizens in ancient
times and the way the United States of America has traditionally interacted with its people. Instead of persecuting Christians
as Rome did, America has protected and carefully guarded the
right of its citizens to worship God as they deem appropriate. As
a result, American Christians, basking in the freedom that many
governments around the world have done their best to extinguish,
have thought it almost unthinkable that they should engage in
any form of disobedience toward the state. But as I hope to be
able to demonstrate here at the conclusion of this study, it is high
time for us to rethink this issue.

The Golden Image of Our Day

The secularized society of our day has its own golden image, albeit a four-headed one, manifesting itself as narcissism, hedonism,
materialism, and pluralism.
Narcissism. Narcissism is one of secularism’s false values. It says,
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“Me first.” It says, “I’m number one.” The narcissist is in love with
himself. Other people matter only as they serve to fulfill and satisfy him. He is only concerned about his rights, his privileges, and
his happiness. Wives, husbands, children, employers, employees,
and fellow citizens all take a second seat to the narcissist. He
is a “me, my, mine” kind of person (cf. Luke 12:16–21). He is
in love with the self-esteem, self-love, pull-your-own-strings,
put-yourself-first, you’re-number-one shibboleths of modern-day
pop-psychology. When the Christian begins to bow to this totem,
he begins to talk about doing something for himself. He talks of
being tired of doing what God (and everyone else) wants him to
do. He begins to complain about the sermons not being uplifting
enough. He protests that Bible classes just aren’t positive enough.
He whines about the worship services of the local congregation
just not doing anything for him anymore. It is not long before
families, church unity, ethics in the marketplace, and community
stability begin to play second fiddle to the “star” of the show—
Numero Uno! By contrast, the Jesus of the cross instructs us to
crucify self as we learn to put others first (cf. Matt. 16:24–25;
Phil. 2:3). He teaches us first to give ourselves away to God and
then to others (cf. Matt. 22:34–40). He teaches us to pray for the
peace and prosperity of our nation, that in its peace, we might
have peace (cf. Jer. 29:7).
Hedonism. Closely related to narcissism, hedonism says that life
ought to be lived solely for pleasure. It is personified in the Playboy/Penthouse philosophy of the 1950s and 60s, and is summed
up in the motto, “If it feels good, do it.” It fans the flames of
pornography and homosexuality as it promotes anything and everything that supposedly gives “pleasure.” It replaces responsible
living with a “thrill at any cost” approach to life. It is responsible
for the proliferation of sexually transmitted diseases, including
AIDS. Those given over to hedonism are addicted to lust and can
never be satisfied, and in their attempts to satisfy their insatiable
appetites, hedonists frequently become extremely promiscuous.
This, of course, destroys many marriages and homes. Finally, the
pursuit of pleasure at any cost leaves men and women broken,
lonely, and sad. On the other hand, those who follow God’s word
will find happiness and satisfaction in the “one flesh” relationship
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ordained by God, and will know ultimate contentment in pleasing Christ, not themselves (cf. 2 Cor. 5:9).

Materialism. Materialism says, “I am what I have” and “He who
dies with the most toys wins.” Instead of concentrating on spiritual and eternal things, materialism seeks after those things that
can be seen, touched, tasted, smelled, and possessed. Everything,
and everybody, takes a second seat to materialism—the accumulation of things. As a result, the materialists fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and harmful lusts which
drown them in destruction and perdition (cf. 1 Tim. 6:9–10). In
contrast to this, Christianity teaches that we ought to be laying
up for ourselves treasures in heaven. In other words, life is an
investment, and we can either invest for short-term benefits or
long-term gains.

Pluralism. Modern America prides itself in its pluralism. Pluralism is modern culture’s belief that there are many different “right
ways” to live and believe. It says: “Look for and find whatever
works for you. If it’s Jesus and Christianity, okay. If it’s Hinduism,
great. Whatever you want to believe is just fine. Find the church of
your choice. Dogmatism is out. Absolutes are out. All paths lead
to the same God. God wouldn’t turn away sincere people.” This
then is what pluralism is. In a pluralistic America, even witchcraft
and Devil worship are constitutionally protected religions. Many
Americans today act like they think the Creator of the universe is
somehow limited by the Constitution of the United States. He is
not! Jesus emphatically said: “I am the way, the truth, and the life.
No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). The
apostle Paul unequivocally taught, “Nor is there salvation in any
other, for there is no other name under heaven given among men
by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). Any culture or society
totally given over to pluralism has forgotten that there is a Law
above the law. Consequently, the United States of America will
honor God and be blessed, or it will continue to disobey God and
pay the bitter consequences.
Unfortunately, our post-modern, secularized culture, bowing
down to the golden, hydra-headed image of narcissism, hedonism,
materialism, and pluralism, has clearly lost its way. Even so, this
same culture can frequently be heard clamoring for justice. But
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post-modernism has summarily rejected the absolute standard of
righteousness taught in the Bible—a standard that is necessary if
acts of justice and righteousness are to be consistently carried out.
Consequently, as our nation continues down paganism’s slippery
slope, everything that was once thought to be morally right will
be questioned and ultimately rejected. Without national repentance, divine judgment will eventually result (cf. Isa. 13–23; Jer.
46–51; Ezek. 25–32; Amos 1–2; etc.). Make no mistake about it,
the Bible makes it clear that God’s adversaries, when the time is
right, will meet the fire of his wrath (cf. Gen. 15:16). Why? Because they have seen fit to neglect his absolute standard of justice
and righteousness (Ps. 97:1–9). In other words, “Righteousness
exalts a nation; but sin is a reproach to any people” (Prov. 14:34).
I am not a prophet, nor the son of one, and you all know this.
Therefore, it is not possible for me to know just where our nation
is on that path between a Romans 13 government and a Revelation 13 government. Even though we have been cut off from our
biblical roots by the “isms” advanced in our secularized culture,
there is still much that is good about America. Because of this, our
nation continues to be blessed by God. So, even though we are a
cut-flower generation, there remains enough residual justice and
righteousness in our nation to motivate God’s continued blessings
upon it. There are, no doubt, more New Testament Christians in
America than any place else in the world, and these, I am convinced, function as the salt that continues to preserve this nation
(cf. Matt. 5:13). Therefore, the righteous acts of Christians are not
only important to the salvation of Christians themselves, but to
the preservation of our nation, as well. So once more we find ourselves confronted with the Jeremiah 29:7 paradigm that guided
Daniel and his friends and serves as the New Testament model
of service to one’s society and nation. Even so, if our government,
God forbid, ever becomes a full-fledged Revelation 13 government, openly and deliberately persecuting God’s people, it will go
down to the pit, as did the Babylonian and Roman empires, for
any nation that messes with God’s people makes itself an enemy
of God. In the meantime, the godly salt of faithful Christians continues to preserve our great nation, and this is, I believe, exactly as
our God intends.
But here is a most sobering thought: What happens when this
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salt loses its savor? In other words, what happens when Christians
bow down and worship the golden image of narcissism, hedonism, materialism, and pluralism? They are, as Jesus said, good
for nothing but to be cast out and trodden under the foot of men
(cf. Matt. 5:13). So, when a Christian, who the Bible says has been
created in Christ Jesus for good works (cf. Eph. 2:10), is not living
a godly life (i.e., is not doing justice and righteousness), he can
no longer save himself from this perverse generation (Acts 2:40),
nor can he act so as to preserve this nation from God’s righteous
indignation. Consequently, we must pray for, and seek to become,
salty Christians who understand that although our Lord has returned to heaven, we are called upon faithfully to serve the time,
place, and people of a lost and dying world until that glorious day
when, having been found faithful unto death (Rev. 2:10), we’ll
hear that one to whom we’re betrothed say, “Simper Fi, My love!”
I want to further explain and amplify this expression, but in doing
so, let me tell you a story.

Semper Fidelis, or “Always Faithful”

Johnny Michael “Mike” Spann, a United States Marine and paramilitary officer in the CIA’s Directorate of Operations, Special
Activities Division, was the first American to die in combat in
Afghanistan. He was shot and killed on November 25, 2001, in
a prison uprising by captured Taliban and al-Qaeda operatives at
the Kala Jangi fortress in the Northern Afghan city of Mazar-e
Sharif. He was from the small town of Winfield, Alabama, about
halfway between Birmingham and Tupelo, Mississippi. He was a
Criminal Justice graduate from Auburn University. He was also a
New Testament Christian.
At his funeral at Arlington National Cemetery, where he received full military honors, his wife, Shannon, in her final goodbye to his flag-draped coffin, said “Semper fi, my love.” Semper fi,
which is short for simper fidelis, is the Marine Corps motto and
means “always faithful.” Whether he was in all things faithful
is a decision best left to the one who knows all things perfectly,
and is therefore incapable of making an error in judgment. But it
bodes well for Mike Spann that the wife to whom he had sworn
his love believed him to be semper fi, and that the grateful country
he served thought him to be faithful to the last ounce of devotion.
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These serve as beacons of hope that this Christian soldier faithfully fulfilled his “whole duty” to the Lord God Almighty, the
ruler of all that is (cf. Eccl. 12:13). At Spann’s burial service, the
preacher said:
Mike Spann was the kind of man we dream of growing up to be
when we are boys—tough, kind, strong, fair, fully committed
to God, to family, to country. He was a warrior in the highest,
best sense of that word. [He was] so like David—courageous and
prepared because his highest aim was to please God, protect his
family, and preserve his nation.

George J. Tenet, then Director of Central Intelligence, said in his
remarks.
Here today, in American soil, we lay to lasting rest an American
hero. United in loss and in sorrow, we are united, as well, in
our reverence for the timeless virtues upon which Mike Spann
shaped his life—virtues for which he ultimately gave his life.
Dignity. Decency. Bravery. Liberty.
From his earliest days, Mike not only knew what was right,
he worked to do what was right. At home and school in Alabama.
As a United States Marine. As an officer of the Central Intelligence Agency. And as the head of his own, young family.
And it was in the quest for right that Mike at his country’s
call went to Afghanistan. To that place of danger and terror, he
sought to bring justice and freedom. And to our nation—which
he held so close to his heart—he sought to bring a still greater
measure of strength and security.
For Mike understood that it is not enough simply to dream of
a better, safer world. He understood that it has to be built—with
passion and dedication, in the face of obstacles, in the face of evil.
Those who took him from us will be neither deeply mourned
nor long remembered. But Mike Spann will be forever part of
the treasured legacy of free peoples everywhere—as we each owe
him an immense, unpayable debt of honor and gratitude.
His example is our inspiration. His sacrifice is our strength.
For the men and women of the Central Intelligence Agency,
he remains the rigorous and resolute colleague. The professional
who took great pride in his difficult and demanding work. The
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patriot who knew that information saves lives, and that its collection is a risk worth taking.
May God bless Mike Spann—an American of courage—
and may God bless those who love and miss him, and all who
carry on the noble work that he began.

I think these are fitting tributes to a fallen warrior, but thinking
about Mike Spann and those like him, I feel compelled to ask the
following questions.

But Who are These People, and From
Whence Do They Come?

In The Letter to Diognetus, which is believed to have been written
in a.d. 130, an individual by the name of Mathetes undertook to
explain to a pagan reader the way it is with these strange people
called Christians. He said, in part:
For the Christians are distinguished from other men neither by
country, nor language, nor the customs which they observe. For
they neither inhabit cities of their own, nor employ a peculiar
form of speech, nor lead a life which is marked out by any singularity. The course of conduct which they follow has not been
devised by any speculation or deliberation of inquisitive men;
nor do they, like some, proclaim themselves the advocates of
any merely human doctrines. But, inhabiting Greek as well as
barbarian cities, according as the lot of each of them has determined, and following the customs of the natives in respect
to clothing, food, and the rest of their ordinary conduct, they
display to us their wonderful and confessedly striking method of
life. They dwell in their own countries, but simply as sojourners.
As citizens, they share in all things with others, and yet endure
all things as if foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their
native country, and every land of their birth as a land of strangers.
They marry, as do all [others]; they beget children; but they do
not destroy their offspring. They have a common table, but not
a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they do not live after
the flesh. They pass their days on earth, but they are citizens of
heaven. They obey the prescribed laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives. They love all men, and are persecuted

172

Allan Turner

by all. They are unknown and condemned; they are put to death,
and restored to life. They are poor, yet make many rich; they are
in lack of all things, and yet abound in all; they are dishonoured,
and yet in their very dishonour are glorified. They are evil spoken of, and yet are justified; they are reviled, and bless; they are
insulted, and repay the insult with honour; they do good, yet are
punished as evil-doers. When punished, they rejoice as if quickened into life; they are assailed by the Jews as foreigners, and are
persecuted by the Greeks; yet those who hate them are unable to
assign any reason for their hatred.
To sum up all in one word—what the soul is in the body, that
Christians are in the world. The soul is dispersed through all the
members of the body, and Christians are scattered through all
the cities of the world. The soul dwells in the body, yet is not of
the body; and Christians dwell in the world, yet are not of the
world.

For almost two millennia, now, these “alien citizens,” still far
from their New Jerusalem home, have followed a course of action they believe prescribed in the Bible—a course that compels
fidelity to the well-being of their homeland in time before the end
of time. Consequently, it is my prayer that the God of our fathers
will continue to bless us as we live in the American Babylon: our
home away from home.

Seek the Welfare of the City
Keith Ward
The Babylonians carried away Jews on three occasions. In 606 b.c.,
Daniel and a few aristocratic youths were taken. In 597, Ezekiel
was taken with the craftsmen (middle-class). Then in 586, Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed and only the poor were left in
the land. Ultimately, even these fled to Egypt and forced Jeremiah
to go along.
Between 597 and 586, a tremendous battle raged between God,
through his prophets, and the prophets of a false peace and speedy
return of the 597 captives. At stake in this war was God’s plan for a
faithful remnant to return after 70 years. Those in Babylon must be
made to see their captivity as a blessing and to center their faith on
a remnant who would rise from their grandchildren. To encourage
the captives to see their chosen role, Jeremiah sent a letter:
Thus saith Jehovah of hosts, the God of Israel, unto all the captivity, whom I have caused to be carried away captive from Jerusalem unto Babylon: Build ye houses, and dwell in them; and
plant gardens, and eat the fruit of them. Take ye wives, and
beget sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons, and give
your daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply ye there, and be not diminished. And seek the
peace of the city whither I have caused you to be carried away
captive, and pray unto Jehovah for it; for in the peace thereof
shall ye have peace. (Jer. 29:4–7)

Nebuchadnezzar had evidently lost grip on the reins of power as
history records some unrest in Babylon about this time, which fits
with the timing of Daniel 4 when “he was driven from among
173
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men” and “dwelt with the beasts of the field.” Zedekiah had considered revolt and conspired with neighboring kings (Jer. 27:3).
Now, in about 594–92, he sends an appeasing ambassage to Nebuchadnezzar. It well suits his purposes for it to also carry a letter
from Jeremiah to the captives that urges peace.
God intended that Jeremiah’s letter would begin a process of
creating a faithful remnant among the captives. Beyond God’s
punishment for their idolatry, the captivity was a tool to purify
that remnant to be a people for his own possession. This would
only succeed if the people could be made to believe.
In chapters 27–29, Jeremiah confronts the false prophets in an
intense conflict for credibility before the people. This letter carries
that conflict to the captives in Babylon. The captives are caught in
a dilemma. On the one side, a group of preachers promises them
that their captivity will be short. These men cite scriptures about
God’s promises to their fathers and remind them of God’s great
deliverances in the past—Gideon, Samuel, Hezekiah, etc. They
emphasize that God still dwells in his temple in Jerusalem and a
Davidic king still sits on the throne.
They preach a much more positive message than Jeremiah,
Ezekiel and others who focus on the people’s failure to be holy,
who cite the curse read from Mt. Ebal and the consequences of
disobedience declared in Deuteronomy—they have been “plucked
off the land” and Jerusalem will be destroyed and the only hope
is to repent before God after a long captivity (Deut. 28; Lev. 26).
Who wants to believe a message like that?
What seems so simple to us was a great conundrum to them—
both sides shouted, “Thus saith Jehovah.” In Jeremiah’s letter,
God declares that these captives, who feel only despair at being
dragged from the promised land, are his chosen. Further, the ones
they view as blessed to remain in the holy land were the worst of
all in a wicked nation and their destiny is utter destruction. God
hinges his hope for creating a remnant on the fulfillment of the
predicted 586 destruction creating faith in the captives. Although
Jeremiah had sufficient influence among them for Shemaiah to
use physical force to try to silence him, the bulk of the captives
would not believe and begin to “seek the peace of the city wherein
ye dwell” for six to eight more years (29:24–27).
Five times in the letter, God tells the captives that he put
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them in Babylon (vss. 4, 7, 14, and 20). What happened was not
random nor was it only punitive. God declares that he knows
what he is doing and it is for their peace and not for their hurt
(vs. 11). He holds out hope for the return to motivate them to
seek him. Only by purifying themselves through seeking God
with their whole heart can they realize their hope and return
to the holy city. God’s hope was not one the captives would be
happy to hear—it belonged to another generation; it demanded
difficult changes in character; it required praying for peace for
their captors. They were prisoners marking the days off their calendars. They did not want to hear, “You are where I want you”;
they wished to return to Jerusalem. They would have cheerfully
chosen any suicide mission over the prosaic, “Seek ye the peace
of the city, build, plant, multiply.”
Some commentators seek to mitigate the burden of praying
for the city by affirming that it refers to their local city and not
to Babylon itself. How that could matter to the captives is not
explained. Either would be equally odious—the peace of the local city contributes to that of the nation, Babylon. Both are the
same people who plundered Jerusalem and slaughtered their family members. To seek their peace meant so much more than, “Not
war,” or even, “Not hatred.”
Tolstoy’s War and Peace typifies the concept that one is the
absence of the other; shalom means so much more. “‘Wholeness’
and ‘sufficiency’ mark points on a continuum between which the
meaning of shalom flickers.” “It is a state of being unimpaired and
unthreatened, of ease and security, of felicity and wholeness in the
broadest sense.” “A profoundly positive concept associated with
the notions of intactness, wholeness and well being.” (Stendenbach). Shalom is “an assurance of well being that implies divine
protection, security, prosperity.” It is thus that Jesus spoke to the
storm, “Shalom.” Further, “In nearly two-thirds of its occurrences, shalom describes the state of fulfillment which is the result of
God’s presence” (Carr). Those who remember the hippies, whose
“Peace, brother,” began as words of protest against the Vietnam
War, but came to mean a comprehensive state of happiness, good
will, and calm are close to understanding shalom.
“Seek” means what we think: to pursue after or inquire as God
defined it in verse 13, “Ye shall seek me and find me when ye
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search for me with all your heart.” A half-hearted searching in
the obvious places and ways is not under consideration.
“To seek justice means to do justice, practice justice” (Wagner). Therefore, to “seek the peace of the city” involves active
good will toward its well-being, prosperity, and security. God
commands the captives not only to forget their animosity, but to
work actively toward bringing about all that is defined as peace
upon their enemy. Further, they must invoke God on the side of
this peace on behalf of their enemy who had conquered the land
and would soon destroy it.
It took time, but Jeremiah’s letter is still practiced every Sabbath all over the world as Jews in every synagogue pray for the
benefit of the city and country wherein they dwell.
The core of Jeremiah’s letter is four pairs of verbs that instruct.
In the remainder of the letter, God presents hope to encourage
them to follow these instructions (vss. 10–14), and a pair of shortterm predictions to certify them as being from God (vss. 15–23).
The greatest proof is the prediction of the 586 destruction of Jerusalem which directly opposed the prophets who predicted peace
and immediate restoration to the land (vss. 15–20). The more immediate proof is the prediction of the manner of death of two
false prophets (vss. 21–23). When so many were preaching a false
peace, one may wonder why these two were singled out. It seems
that not only did they proclaim, “Thus saith Jehovah,” but they
used the position they thus gained to commit adultery. God does
not permit his holy name to be misused.
God commands the captives in simple pairs of verbs almost
redundant in similarity and simplicity:
Build houses and dwell in them;
Plant gardens and eat of them;
Take wives and beget children;
Seek the peace of the city and pray for it.

One can only imagine the dismay among the captives at this message. As has been stated, Jeremiah obviously had some influence;
they tried to use political force to silence him at the end of this
chapter—so, many were beginning to suspect that he was right.
They could hear the scriptures that predicted their very fate and
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match their faults with Deuteronomy 28 and Leviticus 26. On
the political front, what had seemed like a weakening of Babylon’s
empire had vanished so forcefully that Zedekiah now is manifesting loyalty to Nebuchadnezzar—bitter pills indeed. In 586, they
have no choice but to follow God’s prescription.
The hope of future generations depends not on great things, but
on faithfully doing simple things—build, plant, multiply, seek the
peace of the enemy. Blackwood states, “This letter achieves one of
the loftiest ethical heights of the O.T., anticipating Jesus’, commandment, ‘Pray for those who persecute you.’” Feinberg adds that
it is “without parallel in the literature of antiquity.” Those who pass
this off as practical advice for their survival refuse to contend with
the obvious fact that no other people did so in any place or time;
for they either rebelled to the death or were assimilated and disappeared. What happened in 586 ended the false prophet’s influence and threw down the gauntlet—serve God this way or die as a
people. The 42,360 who returned with Zerubbabel owed their existence and their faith to their grandparents who repented. Further,
the existence of the Diaspora continued till the coming of Christ
as a monument to build, plant, multiply, and “seek the peace of the
city wherein ye dwell.” (After a.d. 70 it was a monument only to
stubborn impenitence and refusal to submit to their king.)
Jeremiah warned the captives against seeking an easier way:
“Let not your prophets…deceive you, neither hearken ye to your
dreams which ye cause to be dreamed” (29:5). “The dreams ye
cause to be dreamed” could mean that their wishes produced the
dreams from the false prophets or that the false prophets interpreted the dreams of the people to meet their wishes. Regardless,
wishful thinking has always been the bane of positive growth.
Instead of beginning the daily grind of faithful hope, men tend
to dream of what might have been or that which they wish could
be. False prophets stood ready to interpret their dreams in the
way they wanted to hear, just as those who have itching ears heap
teachers to themselves. Such dreaming destroys hope and ruins
the peace found in God’s hope. They could not accomplish God’s
mission for them while wishing they were somewhere else. God
put them there. He gave them a mission and a hope. Neither was
what they wanted. It is much easier to dream of great things than
to do God’s things.
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Christians today must also heed the instructions of Jeremiah’s
letter. We must do all in our power to bring about well-being and
serenity where we live, create sufficiency, ease, and prosperity, and
continually pray for our enemies.
The challenge for elders and gospel preachers today is to create
that same remnant attitude in the church. The New Testament
writers sought to do so—witness John’s references in Revelation
to Rome as Babylon with the implication that the Christians were
in captivity and had the same mission as the Jews in the original captivity. Other gospel writers had already begun the same
type teaching. “Our citizenship is in heaven.” “We have not here
an abiding city, but we seek after the city which is to come.” “I
beseech you as strangers and pilgrims….” They held up as an example that Christians should follow, the fact that some “confessed
that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Phil. 3:20;
Heb. 13:4; 1 Pet. 2:11; Heb. 11:13). In fact, the gospel messenger
often faces the same challenges as did Jeremiah and his letter, and
Christians often have the same unwillingness to accept their role
in God’s plan as did the captives in Babylon.
Many Jews did not return from Babylon and yet remained
faithful to God and worshipped in their synagogues. God validated their continued status as his people by his protection demonstrated in Esther. Then, in the third century b .c. Antiochus II
transplanted 2,000 Jewish families to Asia Minor to be a stabilizing influence (Zondervan). All faithful Jews in foreign lands
came to be known as the Diaspora, which literally means scattering, and from it English derived disperse, dispersion, dispersal. By New Testament times, the term was well established as
the name for all the scattered Jews outside Palestine. Those in
Egypt produced the Septuagint, those in Babylon produced the
Targums, and the Maccabees established a major trading colony
in Damascus. The Jews of the Diaspora maintained strong ties to
Jerusalem and made pilgrimages to the major feasts as often as
circumstances allowed. Such pilgrims were a significant portion
of the first church (Acts 2:8–10, 6:1, 5).
The first diaspora, dispersion, of the church resulted from the
persecution by Paul and resulted in the spread of the church. The
pilgrims from the diaspora returned home and preached. Most
place the writing of James at this time for it fits well with his ex-
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pression, “to the twelve tribes of the dispersion,” at a time when
most Christians were Jews.
Peter addresses his first epistle to “the elect who are sojourners of the dispersion.” Peter wrote at a time when the majority of
the Christians in the regions he addressed would be Gentiles. To
address Jews, an ethnic minority, in such a situation would be
divisive. Further, several phrases within the book make it clear he
is writing with a Gentile audience in mind: “Ye were redeemed
from your vain manner of life handed down from your fathers”;
“Who in times past were no people ;“The times past may suffice to
have…walked in lascivious lusts, winebibbings, revelings, carousings and abominable idolatries” (1:18, 2:10; 4:3, emphasis added,
kw). The idolatry and immorality clearly refer to the whole church
and are multi-generational. These never characterized the Jewish diaspora. “Who through him [Christ] are believers in God”
could never be said of Jewish Christians for they first believed in
God and then came to faith in Christ (1:21). Gentles, however,
came to believe in Christ and him crucified and as a result believed in God. Thus, Peter addresses Christians in a manner that
emphasizes both their separateness from the society where they
lived and their ties to the heavenly Jerusalem, “sojourners of the
diaspora.” Consistent with this figure, the term “Gentile” is used
throughout 1 Peter in the sense of non-Christian, not non-Jew (cf.
1 Cor. 12:2; 5:1; Eph. 4:11). So Peter’s letter parallels Jeremiah’s
letter to the captives in that he is writing to churches captive in a
hostile world and whose hearts belong to the heavenly Jerusalem.
Many of Peter’s instructions parallel Jeremiah’s: build, plant, seek
the peace of the city, and pray for it.
Being chosen by God is not always a pleasant experience—the
captives did not find it so and the early church also suffered in order
to see the glory: “ye are an elect [chosen] race, a royal priesthood, a
holy nation, a people for God’s own possession…who in time past
were no people but now are the people of God to show forth the
excellencies of him who called you” (1 Pet. 2:9–10, reordered for
emphasis, kw). Though we are scattered in the world which is not
our home, God chose us for a mission. He sent his son to define
that mission and to lead us on the way: “Christ suffered leaving
you an example that you should follow in his steps” (2:21). He was
“a living stone, elect, precious” and we also are “living stones built
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up a spiritual house” (2:4–5). The captives fulfilled their mission
by repenting and growing in faith so that a later generation as inheritors of that faith would return a remnant. The early Christians
accomplished their mission by overcoming suffering through the
hope of glory to conquer the greatest empire man has known. Will
we meet the challenge God sets before us?
We may not be persecuted by any government. Our captivity
may be the circumstances of our lives—an economic depression
seems a likely oppressor. Or perhaps one is hamstrung by a failed
career. Another struggles with failed health. Still another faces
failed plans—nothing in his life has seemed to work and he is at
a dead end with little expectation of any way out. Under these
and other circumstances as varied as the human condition, it is
hard to realize that we are exactly where God planned for us to
be. As he told the captives, “I have caused [this]” and “I know the
thoughts I think toward you…of peace and not evil.” The captives
were no happier to learn this than we are to realize God causes
our situations and that he expects us to stop whining about the
might-have-beens, and to build and plant and multiply and seek
the peace of the “city” where he caused us to be. As the captives
were purified by their ordeal through the growth of their faith, so
must we “pass the time of our sojourning in fear,” and be refined
by the trials we overcome (1 Pet. 1:17, 7). God has a mission for
us and all we can see are the miseries and bounds of our captivity.
God has a mission and we, at best, are only partially fulfilling it.
If we are “sojourners of the diaspora,” then we must seek the
peace of the city of our captivity. Obviously, this includes civic
duties, both in relation to our government and our community.
Yet peace, as we have seen, means so much more than an absence
of animosity.
Peter also writes, “If you have tasted that the Lord is gracious”
(2:3). Do our responses deny our professed faith in the grace of
God? Peter’s protasis requires a “then” response that relates to the
grace Jesus lived to prove we are living stones like the true cornerstone. How many times does the Holy Spirit record that Jesus
looked on the multitudes with compassion? Or that he associated
with publicans and sinners? His life was not empty feelings, for he
healed, he provided teaching and leadership, and he shined light
into their darkness. How will we be seen as a people who “show
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forth the excellencies of him” if we shun the sinners and look
down on the poor?
Using strong parallel thoughts to 1 Peter 2:3, 10, Paul writes,
“The grace of God has appeared…who gave himself…[to] purify
unto himself a people for his own possession, zealous of good
works” (Tit. 2:11–14). And again, “For we are…created in Christ
Jesus for good works which God afore prepared that we should
walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). Seeking the peace of our city requires
active involvement with its citizens. The captives had to cope with
living in an unclean land among idolatrous and unclean people,
and to conduct themselves in a way that brought sufficiency, serenity, and wholeness upon them in a manner to shower peace
as a blessing from God. Our challenge is just as great as we see
the immorality, the ignorance, and the uncaring attitude of our
society. The life of our living chief cornerstone was captured in
a short phrase: “He went about doing good” (Acts 10:38). To be
living stones in his house we must look outward from ensconced
holiness and do good in our world.
The answer we grew up with is that we show our love for sinners by seeking to save them. The highest love we can show is to
seek to save their souls. The greatest love we can show for our
country and society is to live morally and be the righteous salt
that saves the Sodom our country is fast becoming. We hold our
meetings, publish our papers, and do radio and even TV shows,
all accomplished by paid preachers. All these are almost a copout as we retreat to our buildings and separate lives that often
have as little contact with our society as a duck that swims without ever getting wet.
Yes, the love of Christ is spread abroad by preaching to and
saving the lost. Christ’s love also must be lived in deeds of goodness to have its greatest effect. Early Christians were marked by
their goodness to all. It was, and is, abnormal to be good to outsiders. Normal people limit their kindness to their own family,
their own friends, and their own countrymen. Christians were
good to strangers, to the friendless, to those who hated them.
They cared for the sick, took food to the outcasts and to the dregs,
sewed clothing, visited the prisons. Such selfless acts of goodness
are different in any time. But, in that era of persecution, these
marked one as belonging to that hated group of treasonous Chris-
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tians. One who was reported for doing good might well expect to
stand trial and be required to offer incense to Caesar or die. But
more, his family would also be under suspicion, tried, and fed to
the lions with him. In the face of all this they prayed for rulers,
wrote apologetics, and lived lives of good deeds to the lost. They
conquered Rome. But they did not conquer by the numbers they
converted by preaching the word, for they were still a minority
until after Constantine. They conquered the greatest empire in
history by their unremitting goodness which showed that they
indeed “tasted that the Lord is gracious” and were, indeed, “the
people of God” showing forth his excellencies.
At its heart, institutionalism is less an issue of organization
than it is the attitude that because one belongs to a group that has
done something, then he has done it. One does not preach the
gospel or stand among the sheep of Matthew 25:34–40 by giving
on Sunday. To restore the New Testament church, we must take
our religion out of the building and seek the peace of our city.
There are many good works available to Christians: participating in hospice, Big Brothers, homeless shelters, volunteering in
hospitals and assisted care facilities, taking food to or cleaning for
ill neighbors or new mothers who are not members of the church,
etc. We have become so afraid of the labels “Institutional” or “Social Gospel” that we do nothing to show our light in the world
that God may be glorified.
Our purpose is not to bomb abortion clinics, but to adopt babies; not to organize protests, but to organize kindness in practical ways in our communities; not to start political action committees to enact laws to enforce our views, but to start salting our
city with acts of grace that spring from hearts overflowing with
compassion.
There are many individual exceptions, but we as a people have
largely abdicated goodness to formless, faceless government welfare programs and organized charities. While we debate whether
a Christian should give to United Way, we have lost the “way of
peace.” We truly want to seek God and we strive to do so by more
fulfilling worship services and being more spiritual in worship
and more holy and separate in our living. When God walked,
he went where people hurt and he healed; when God talked, he
spoke words of comfort and hope; when God relaxed, he played
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with the children. He went to weddings and to funerals, to feasts,
and to quiet places with a few. It is so much easier to give money
till it hurts to the bone than it is to sit with a mother whose son
is on life support, to visit the children’s cancer ward, to blow our
scheduled lives to help someone who probably is not worth the
time of day. It is sad that neither in the neighborhood nor in the
workplace do we stand out for good above all the rest. “Church
of Christ” people are noted for “being right” not for “being there.”
“Light of the world” and “salt of the earth” means our daily activities, not paying a preacher to preach, or even participating in a
personal work program. Where did we lose the identity of being
a people created for good works “toward all men”? (Gal. 6:10).
To motivate the Babylonian captives, God gave them a sign,
the 586 destruction of Jerusalem, to certify the message that they
were the chosen. He also gave them hope: “I think thoughts of
peace toward you to give you hope…I will be found of you…and
gather you and bring you [home] again.” That hope led the captives to create a multi-generational faith that led their grandchildren to be the remnant that rebuilt the temple and Jerusalem.
Then that faith led to Zacharias and Elizabeth, Joseph and Mary,
the Twelve, the Seventy, Mary Magdalene, the 3,000. They knew
they would not live to return, but “not having received the
promises, but having…greeted them from afar…now they seek a
better, a heavenly” (Heb. 11:13–16). Hope changes people. Hope
motivates people to superhuman feats of faith.
We went to war against the health and wealth gospel and we
lost. All our sermons and classes are about the way the gospel can
improve your family and other relationships, make you content,
and make a more joyful church and worship. When was the last
time you heard a sermon on heaven? We do not even sing that
many songs about heaven anymore and not very often. Where
hope has died, faith is sickly. Where were you the day hope died?
It takes a strong faith to do good in a heathen world, in an uncaring society. Only heroic faith gives up its desires in order to meet
the needs of those who would be our enemies, or take advantage
of us, or are indifferent. “Hope is for the old folks who do not have
much life left” is the attitude that stopped the building, stopped
the planting, stopped the multiplying, stopped the seeking of the
peace of the city.
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“The dreams we cause to be dreamed” turn us toward a false
hope. The captives could not become a remnant with God’s hope
in their hearts till they quit hoping for a quick return to Jerusalem. Are we dreaming away our lives, wishing for “the way
things used to be, when” or in the idle dreaming of “all we could
do, if only”? So long as our attitude is such, our itching ears
will draw teachers to interpret our dreams in positive, uplifting
ways that use words and ideas from Scripture to soothe us. We
withdraw to our church buildings and preach comfortably to the
saved, do our five right acts of worship, and sigh for how hard
our captivity is. When teaching Revelation, Homer Hailey used
to call the church on the earth, “The church militant.” Except for
internecine warfare and backbiting, there seems to be more of a
“bunker” attitude than a call for marching music. Could an impartial observer tell much difference between the average church
member and a kindly atheist?
Many of the captives did not return. They built too well in
a foreign land, planted too deeply. Many ceased to be Jews by
any realistic measure. They lost their hunger for God’s country
and settled for the comfortable. As burdensome as it may be, we
can become accustomed to our own captivity: we are comfortable
with the excuses it gives us; used to the pain of it—emotional or
physical; satisfied that because of health, economics, or geography we cannot and therefore God does not expect us to. Faith
demands that we meet the challenge to take God’s goodness into
the world in our lives, that we risk ourselves. To create within
ourselves sufficient faith to overcome the oppressing negatives of
our particular captivity, we must “set our hope perfectly on the
grace that is to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ”
(1 Pet. 1:13).
Holiness is so much more than morality. The sinless one did
not spend his religious life in a temple. “Perfecting holiness in
the fear of God” requires interaction, not isolation. A light in a
church building will never be seen in the projects and God will
never be glorified.
“In like manner, ye wives, in subjection to your own husbands;
that, even if any obey not the word, they may without the word
be gained by the behavior of their wives” (1 Pet. 3:1). Of course,
no one can be saved without the word of God. Many, if not most,
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will not listen to words. They do not like to be nagged. But goodness touches them. Purity astounds them. Integrity awes them.
Just like the godly wife must live the sermon the husband refuses
to hear every day, unrewarded, unappreciated goodness and holiness must be the measure of our lives in the eyes of those we meet.
We must leave our homes, abandon our hobbies, and reform our
religion to build and plant and multiply. Like the captives, we
may not want to be in the circumstances we are in, but God is
telling us that he chose us to be his people in this place, in this
time—“Seek ye the peace of the city and pray unto Jehovah for it.”
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Will Good Come Out of This Evil?
Jason Longstreth

The Problem of Pain and Evil

Judah had lost her land, the temple, and her king. She was carried away into captivity by a foreign power. The so-called people
of God were being mocked and ridiculed by the nations around
them. Thus, Judah came face to face with one of the greatest theological struggles of all time: how do we deal with the problem of
pain and suffering in light of an all-loving God? Why does God
allow such things to happen? Or perhaps more to the point in this
case, why does God cause such things to happen? What does this
say about God?
The noted atheist Richard Dawkins described God in his recent work, The God Delusion, in the following way: “The god of
the old testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all
fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty unjust unforgiving control
freak; a vindictive bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic,
homophobic, racist infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential,
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully”
(51). While none of us would share the arrogant and irreverent
view Dawkins put forth in his book, he is not alone in his struggle
to comprehend how a “God of love” could act in such ways or how
such a God, if he truly is the supreme ruler of all the universe,
could allow these things to happen.
This philosophical challenge has been issued repeatedly
throughout the years and has been answered with varying degrees of success. Often times, Christianity has been woefully inadequate in providing an explanation for these serious challenges
to the faith—at least Christianity as it has been explained by the
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average Christian. Perhaps that is because the typical Christian
has responded in one of two ways: denial or blame.
The denial approach is clearly seen in those who argue that life
is just wonderful. These individuals plaster a smile on their face at
all times and pretend that nothing bad ever happens to them. I’m
sure you have all met Christians who have behaved in this manner. They might even believe this is what it means to “rejoice in the
Lord always” (Phil. 4:4). After all, Christians are supposed to be
happy. Even the Psalmist penned, “This is the day which the Lord
has made; Let us rejoice and be glad in it” (Ps. 118:24). Therefore,
life is just perfect. The problem with this approach is that it does
not seem very realistic. It is not consistent with the human experience. What’s more, it has a tendency to leave individuals disillusioned and may even undermine the true glory of heaven.
The blame argument comes from a different approach. These
individuals recognize that there are major problems in life. In
fact, they may view life as not very enjoyable at all. However, they
simply present the idea that God doesn’t really want it to be like
this. Instead, they blame Satan for everything that is difficult
or unpleasant in life. Perhaps they blame other individuals, too.
According to this view, people suffer because of their own bad
choices or the bad choices of others. While this is sometimes true,
it cannot be presented as a constant or universal truth. And it is
certainly not something the inhabitants of Judah would accept as
a complete explanation for their circumstances.
Instead, Scripture presents the idea that God is in complete
control over this universe. This is one of the basic tenets of the
Judeo-Christian understanding of God. We often talk about
these “omni” characteristics or qualities of God: he is omnipresent (everywhere), omniscient (all-knowing), and omnipotent
(all-powerful). However, these attributes imply that God is also
an active God. He did not simply create the world and then
leave it to its own devices. He is not the “hands off ” God that
so many today perceive him to be. He does not just let things
happen. Instead, this is our Father’s world and he is the one who
constantly upholds it and provides for it. Even in regard to nature, Jesus said it was the Father who sends the rain (Matt. 5:45).
In truth, nothing happens without God’s control. Whether we
are discussing acts of nature, the movement and conquest of na-
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tions, or experiences within our lives, God knows and allows
these things to transpire.
This certainly applies when it comes to the perspective of
those living in Judah at the time of the captivity. There can be no
doubt that the people’s own transgressions had a direct impact on
the tribulations and suffering they were forced to experience. Nor
can we dismiss the attitudes or actions of the Babylonians. They
would be held accountable for their cruelty and the pleasure they
derived from crushing Judah. But, at the same time, we understand that it was Jehovah who brought this about. God not only
allowed the Babylonians to conquer Jerusalem; he sent them. And
while he would explain that it was because of Judah’s sin and their
unfaithfulness to him, he did not pass the blame or responsibility
to anyone else. Instead, he acknowledged that “I have wounded
you with the wound of an enemy, With the punishment of a cruel
one. …” (Jer. 30:14).
Headed into captivity with their nation completely decimated
by the Lord, the inhabitants of Judah were not left wondering
why this had taken place. But they did have questions that needed
to be answered. We will examine some of those questions in the
lectures that follow this morning and tonight. But for this particular lecture, I want us to think about how this destruction and
this captivity fit in with what Judah knew about God and what we
know about him. Paul wrote, “And we know that God causes all
things to work together for good to those who love God, to those
who are called according to His purpose” (Rom. 8:28). But how
would these events work for good? That is the question that must
have been in the forefront of many minds.

The Lord’s Discipline

In the same chapter in which God acknowledged that he had
wounded Judah with the wounds of an enemy, he also stated the
following: “‘For I am with you,’ declares the Lord, ‘to save you;
For I will destroy completely all the nations where I have scattered
you, Only I will not destroy you completely. But I will chasten you
justly And will by no means leave you unpunished’” (Jer. 30:11).
This passage introduces the idea of God’s chastening or discipline.
In fact, the word translated “chasten” in this passage is also commonly translated “discipline” or “admonish.” This is where I want

190

Jason Longstreth

us to spend most of our discussion today; because I believe it is
only in this light that we can begin to grasp what God was doing
for Judah and how it would work out for good.
As I’m sure most of you are aware, the idea of discipline carries both a positive and negative aspect. The positive side of discipline is often represented in English by the word “training” or
some other term denoting guidance. It involves positive instruction and direction. The negative aspect of discipline is associated
with punishment or correction. And while both of these concepts
are present in the Hebrew word translated “chasten” in Jeremiah
30:11, the negative aspect is the one which is emphasized the
most. In fact, although Brown, Driver and Briggs state that the
primary definition of the word can involve instruction as a way to
discipline, chasten, and admonish, its usage here denotes a more
severe chastisement given by God (415).
The captives would agree that their treatment has been severe.
And God did not deny that either. In fact, listen to the word of
God as he describes not only their condition, but its cause:
For thus says the Lord, “Your wound is incurable And your
injury is serious. There is no one to plead your cause; No healing
for your sore, No recovery for you. All your lovers have forgotten you, They do not seek you; For I have wounded you with
the wound of an enemy, With the punishment of a cruel one,
Because your iniquity is great And your sins are numerous. Why
do you cry out over your injury? Your pain is incurable. Because
your iniquity is great And your sins are numerous, I have done
these things to you.” (Jer. 30:12–15)

Note once again what God says about this situation. He is the one
who brought this upon them. He is the one who has “done these
things” to Judah and Jerusalem. However, it was because their
iniquity was great and their sins were numerous. And in reality,
this should not have been a surprise.
In fact, God had promised Israel at the beginning of their
history that he would act this way. On Mounts Ebal and Gerizim, the Lord set before the people the blessings and the curses.
He described how pleasant and prosperous life could be, if they
obeyed him and kept his commandments. But he also described
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in terrifying detail what would happen to the people if they chose
to disobey him and ignored his voice. He described the repeated
attacks by the nations around them. He described pestilence and
plague. In Deuteronomy 28:49–52 we read,
The Lord will bring a nation against you from afar, from the
end of the earth, as the eagle swoops down, a nation whose language you shall not understand, a nation of fierce countenance
who will have no respect for the old, nor show favor to the young.
Moreover, it shall eat the offspring of your herd and the produce of your ground until you are destroyed, who also leaves you
no grain, new wine, or oil, nor the increase of your herd or the
young of your flock until they have caused you to perish. It shall
besiege you in all your towns until your high and fortified walls
in which you trusted come down throughout your land, and it
shall besiege you in all your towns throughout your land which
the Lord your God has given you.

Then he described an even greater atrocity. Not only would this
foreign power besiege them in their own land, it would also remove them from the land.
It shall come about that as the Lord delighted over you to prosper you, and multiply you, so the Lord will delight over you to
make you perish and destroy you; and you will be torn from the
land where you are entering to possess it. Moreover, the Lord
will scatter you among all peoples, from one end of the earth
to the other end of the earth; and there you shall serve other
gods, wood and stone, which you or your fathers have not known.
Among those nations you shall find no rest, and there will be no
resting place for the sole of your foot; but there the Lord will
give you a trembling heart, failing of eyes, and despair of soul.
So your life shall hang in doubt before you; and you will be in
dread night and day, and shall have no assurance of your life. In
the morning you shall say, “Would that it were evening!” And at
evening you shall say, “Would that it were morning!” because of
the dread of your heart which you dread, and for the sight of your
eyes which you will see. (Deut. 28:63–67)

Perhaps it is passages like these that cause the unstable and un-
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taught, like Richard Dawkins, to make false and blasphemous
claims about a “capriciously malevolent bully.” I guess I can understand how someone might come to that conclusion. After all,
Moses said the Lord would delight over making Israel perish and
destroying them—just as he delighted over prospering and multiplying them. That is a hard saying to grasp. The Lord would
scatter them and the Lord would give them a trembling heart.
Taken without a larger context, these passages could indeed cause
one to question the character and integrity of such a Deity. In
fact, consider the uproar that was experienced in this country
when a popular host of a religious broadcast suggested that God
may have supported or allowed the September 11 terrorist attacks.
There seems to be a similar reaction whenever one attributes a
divine cause to a natural disaster. Probably the only instances in
which these are referred to as “acts of God” these days are in the
legal clauses of insurance policies. However, without getting into
a debate over modern-day divine activity, the inhabitants of Judah
were specifically told that God was the one who did this. Why?
You might argue that we have already answered that question.
It was because of their sin. However, this answer is incomplete.
It’s true that God brought this judgment against the people because of their iniquities, but I do not believe what we have here
is some sort of retaliatory strike. It’s not the response of an angry
God who is spitefully “getting even” for the way in which his
people have treated him. Instead, it is discipline. It is meant to
accomplish good for God’s people.

Bringing Us to Our Knees

If I were to use the expression, “I’m going to bring you to your
knees,” what would you think? Most of the time, this expression
is used in the context of an overwhelming victory. It is a phrase
that is used in athletic as well as military circles. It describes when
someone has been beaten so utterly and with such ferocity that they
fall down before us and give up their will. It is the act of causing
someone to beg for mercy. The end result of “bringing someone to
their knees” is a humbling of an individual to the point where they
submit to the rule or authority of another—they admit that the
other is better than they. In religious circles or in a spiritual setting,
the phrase “bringing us to our knees” might convey a similar mean-
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ing concerning prayer. We have a tendency to fall on our knees
in prayer when there is nothing else we can do. Often times, it is
our suffering and our helplessness that causes this to happen. And
although not all suffering is directly caused by God, the Bible does
make it abundantly clear that God does sometimes use this tactic.
Consider the dedication of the temple in Solomon’s day. Solomon prayed the following:
When Your people Israel are defeated before an enemy, because
they have sinned against You, if they turn to You again and confess Your name and pray and make supplication to You in this
house, then hear in heaven, and forgive the sin of Your people Israel, and bring them back to the land which You gave to their fathers. When the heavens are shut up and there is no rain, because
they have sinned against You, and they pray toward this place and
confess Your name and turn from their sin when You afflict them,
then hear in heaven and forgive the sin of Your servants and of
Your people Israel, indeed, teach them the good way in which
they should walk. And send rain on Your land, which You have
given Your people for an inheritance. If there is famine in the
land, if there is pestilence, if there is blight or mildew, locust or
grasshopper, if their enemy besieges them in the land of their cities, whatever plague, whatever sickness there is, whatever prayer
or supplication is made by any man or by all Your people Israel,
each knowing the affliction of his own heart, and spreading his
hands toward this house; then hear in heaven Your dwelling place,
and forgive and act and render to each according to all his ways,
whose heart You know, for You alone know the hearts of all the
sons of men, that they may fear You all the days that they live in
the land which You have given to our fathers. (1 Kings 8:33–40)

Solomon associated the bad things that would happen to Israel
with Israel’s unfaithfulness. However, he also seemed to imply
that these things could lead Israel back to God.
In a sense, this is also what is implied in the opening verses of
Isaiah:
Alas, sinful nation, People weighed down with iniquity, Offspring of evildoers, Sons who act corruptly! They have abandoned
the Lord, They have despised the Holy One of Israel, They have

194

Jason Longstreth

turned away from Him. Where will you be stricken again, As
you continue in your rebellion? The whole head is sick And the
whole heart is faint. From the sole of the foot even to the head
There is nothing sound in it, Only bruises, welts and raw wounds,
Not pressed out or bandaged, Nor softened with oil. Your land is
desolate, Your cities are burned with fire, Your fields-- strangers
are devouring them in your presence; It is desolation, as overthrown by strangers. (Isa. 1:4–7)

They were being stricken because they continued in sin. If only
they would repent of their sins, they could be healed.
These passages present the suffering of Israel in the context of
God’s discipline. God was doing this for a good purpose. As the
Hebrews writer reminds us,
It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with
sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline?
But if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons. Furthermore, we had earthly fathers to discipline us, and we respected
them; shall we not much rather be subject to the Father of spirits,
and live? For they disciplined us for a short time as seemed best
to them, but He disciplines us for our good, so that we may share
His holiness. All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness. (Heb. 12:7-11)

What does this teach us about God’s discipline? It emphasizes
the fact that this is done out of love and for our benefit. Certainly,
God is not evil. He does not cause any harm and does not desire
to hurt his people or his creation (Ps. 4:5; Jas. 1:17). But we sometimes make the mistake of associating everything that is painful
or unpleasant with harm. Discipline is not harmful when it is
done correctly (Prov. 13:14; 23:13–14; 29:15). And God knows
how to discipline in the right way.
In this light, what was the purpose of the suffering that Israel
underwent? What was the purpose of the captivity? It was intended to cause them to see their own sins and comprehend how terrible they were, and then to draw the people closer to God. God
wanted them to understand that they no longer had a relationship
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with him. They had ceased to be his people. The hope was that
they would recognize their condition and repent. Why did the
punishment have to be so severe? Because they were so stubborn
and they resisted for so long.
In many ways, this is no different from the type of discipline
we are instructed to carry out in the various aspects of our lives.
When we discipline our children, the purpose is to help them understand the consequences of their actions, to teach them respect
for authority and to give them a desire to do what is right. We
punish them now so that they may be spared from eternal punishment. In like fashion, when a congregation exercises discipline
with one of its members, the purpose is to help that member see
their condition (that they are no longer in fellowship with God)
and to inflict a level of suffering that might encourage them to
come back to the Lord before it is too late. The temporary “evil” is
designed to create an eternal “good.” This is precisely what God
intended with Judah as well.

Turning Evil into Good

When God brought about the captivity, it was never meant to be
permanent. In fact, God had always promised that it was temporary in its nature. In Deuteronomy 30:1–6 we read,
So it shall be when all of these things have come upon you, the
blessing and the curse which I have set before you, and you call
them to mind in all nations where the Lord your God has banished you, and you return to the Lord your God and obey Him
with all your heart and soul according to all that I command you
today, you and your sons, then the Lord your God will restore
you from captivity, and have compassion on you, and will gather
you again from all the peoples where the Lord your God has
scattered you. If your outcasts are at the ends of the earth, from
there the Lord your God will gather you, and from there He
will bring you back. The Lord your God will bring you into the
land which your fathers possessed, and you shall possess it; and
He will prosper you and multiply you more than your fathers.
Moreover the Lord your God will circumcise your heart and the
heart of your descendants, to love the Lord your God with all
your heart and with all your soul, so that you may live.
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This is also what Solomon spoke of in 1 Kings 8:46–50:

When they sin against You (for there is no man who does not sin)
and You are angry with them and deliver them to an enemy, so
that they take them away captive to the land of the enemy, far off
or near; if they take thought in the land where they have been
taken captive, and repent and make supplication to You in the
land of those who have taken them captive, saying, “We have
sinned and have committed iniquity, we have acted wickedly”; if
they return to You with all their heart and with all their soul in
the land of their enemies who have taken them captive, and pray
to You toward their land which You have given to their fathers,
the city which You have chosen, and the house which I have
built for Your name; then hear their prayer and their supplication
in heaven Your dwelling place, and maintain their cause, and
forgive Your people who have sinned against You and all their
transgressions which they have transgressed against You, and
make them objects of compassion before those who have taken
them captive, that they may have compassion on them.

Even when Jeremiah delivered his sorrowful message about the
destruction of Jerusalem and the deportation of God’s people,
it contained a future hope. “‘For behold, days are coming,’ declares the Lord, ‘when I will restore the fortunes of My people
Israel and Judah.’ The Lord says, ‘I will also bring them back to
the land that I gave to their forefathers and they shall possess it’”
(Jer. 30:3). God promised to have compassion on the people (Jer.
30:18) and be their God (Jer. 31:1). He promised to make a new
covenant with Israel and Judah (Jer. 31:31) and rebuild the city
(Jer. 31:38). He promised to bring health and healing, peace and
truth (Jer. 33:6). These reversals of fortune are indicative of the
Messianic Age, of the time when God would give life to those
who were dead and would turn evil into good.
Man has often wanted to change the world. Our politicians
talk about change that we need or change we can believe in. Science continually offers new discoveries and promises brighter
futures. Progress is the name of the game. But what about true
change? What if love could replace hate and there could be an end
to pain and sorrow? What a difference that would make for the
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world in which we live. It would become a perfect utopia where
evil has been changed into good.
Though we don’t often think that way, at least if we are pragmatic, this is exactly what God does. He changes evil into good.
Throughout history, God has been undoing the evil that man
has done. While the atheist tries to use the presence of evil to
disprove the existence of God, we can certainly use the presence
of good to prove his existence. Consider how many ways God
has continually counteracted evil and turned it into good. When
Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden, they brought death
into the world. But God did not cause them to fall down dead
at that moment. Instead, he continued to provide for them and
even promised a way of salvation (Gen. 3:15). When the world
became increasingly wicked in Noah’s day, to the point where
every thought of man was only evil continually, God destroyed
it. However, he saved righteous Noah and delivered mankind.
When Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery in Egypt, God used
this to deliver his family (Gen. 50:20). And had Pharaoh not
ordered the Hebrew babies to be killed in Egypt, would Moses
have been placed in the river where Pharaoh’s daughter would
find him? Had he not been forced to flee to Midian, would Moses
have learned what he needed to learn about the wilderness? Like
the alchemist, God turned these situations into something more.
In a similar fashion, the captivity, while not necessarily good
in and of itself, would lead to great blessings for the people of
God. It made them come to terms with their sin and learn from
their past mistakes. It would create in them a certain perspective that they did not have before. It forced them to place their
confidence and trust in God, not the temple or the city of Jerusalem. It drew them closer to God. It required a forward-looking
faith as they anticipated the return to the land and the blessings
that would come from having a right relationship with God. In
many ways, it would help to create in them the type of attitude
that would characterize the citizens of the Messianic Kingdom.
It removed many of the distractions that get in the way of a true
servant of God.

This World is Not My Home

Too often, we become consumed with the world. There can be
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little question that this is exactly what happened to Israel and
to Judah. They wanted to be like the nations around them. They
worshipped false gods and engaged in political alliances. They
pursued wealth and power. They lived according to the flesh. It
was not until all of these things were removed that the ex-inhabitants of Judah had to come to terms with who they really were.
They had no land to call their own. They were not a nation in the
typical or traditional sense. They had no king of their own ruling
over them. The temple and the holy city Jerusalem had been destroyed. All that remained was their God and his word.
Perhaps we can find a lesson in this as well. The suffering of
the Babylonian captivity caused the Jews to look toward the future with increasing optimism and anticipation. Paul wrote to the
Christians at Rome, “For I consider that the sufferings of this
present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is
to be revealed to us” (Rom. 8:18). The problems and pains of this
world should not make us question God or turn away from him.
Instead, they should draw us closer to him. Remember, his grace
is sufficient for us (2 Cor. 12:9).
Would any good come out of the Babylonian captivity? For
those who served the Lord, it certainly would. God would call his
children back and would provide a way of salvation that they could
not even imagine. And he would make with them a new covenant,
“…not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the
day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of
Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband
to them,” declares the Lord. “But this is the covenant which I
will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares
the Lord, “I will put My law within them and on their heart
I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My
people. They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and
each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they will all
know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the Lord, “for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I
will remember no more.” (Jer. 31:32–34)
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How Will We Live in a Foreign Land?
Paul A. Ayres
Have you ever lived in a foreign land? And suffered persecution?
Perhaps you had inconveniences, but did you have to live in fear?
With mockery for what you believe? Did you ever get homesick?
Now, consider the Israelites in captivity. First of all, why were
they in captivity? What was it like for them? How were the faithful remnant able to live in a foreign land and keep their faith in
the one true God? Then, as citizens of heaven, we must ask ourselves the same question. How can we survive discouragements
living on this earth, our “foreign land?” I hope this lecture will
address these questions in ways that can benefit us.
Why were God’s people held captive in a foreign land? God
had decreed his insubordinate people would be taken by godless
hands and placed into captivity seventy years (Jer. 25:11–12). He
would use the refiner’s fire (Isa. 48:10) to purge the nation of unbelief. God had promised a “deluge” of punishment: “The Lord
will scatter you among the peoples, and you will be left few in
number among the nations where the Lord drives you” (Deut.
4:2). This scattering would be a double-edged sword for the captives. It would “cut” some to repentance, and the mighty hand of
God would scatter them for the purpose of taking the idol out of
their hearts. The foreign “tribulations” were for the purpose of
bringing them to their knees so they would seek God with their
whole hearts and return to Him (Deut. 4:28–30). Those who refused to do so would scatter like chaff driven in the wind.
Their captivity is paradoxical when comprehended. In it we
see both the wrath of God along with his loving chastening hand
(Heb. 12:5–13). For the hardened ones it meant death and de201
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struction, but for the submissive ones who would allow the potter
to reshape their marred lives, they became vessels of honor (2
Tim. 2:21). In doing so, God preserved the true Israel within Israel, which would allow the seed of Abraham, the tribe of Judah,
the descendant of David, the Messiah, with his transcending love,
to redeem Jew and Gentile (Gen. 12:3; 49:10; 2 Sam. 7:12–13;
Luke 1:32–33; Acts 2:30–31; John 1:29).
As a Gentile, it is very difficult fully to comprehend the profound loss of the land that God graciously gave to the Jewish nation. I can only imagine their total despair over the loss of their
country, the city of Jerusalem, their sacred temple, their priestly
service, and their autonomy as a nation surrendered. The prophet
Jeremiah said it like this: “This whole land shall become a ruin
and a waste….” (Jer. 25:11).
We can only visualize the deep disappointment felt by someone like Ezekiel sitting by the Chebar River as he told the exiles of the vision of God’s presence leaving the temple (Ezek. 10;
11:22–25). Not much later word would reach the exiles of the actual fall of the city (Ezek. 33). God’s wrath was complete, but the
true Israel knew that God was vindicated as he allowed Babylon
to rape “the apple of His eye” (Deut. 32:10).
Psalm 137 was written about people of God living in Babylon
as captives in a foreign land. From its reading we feel the emotions of a people who are longing for the time of restoration. On
the surface this psalm is full of lamentations, but I think as we
study it, we’ll see that their hope is in the God of heaven.

Searching For Solitude Amidst Sorrow

Verse 1 says, “By the rivers of Babylon, There we sat down and
wept, when we remembered Zion.” We find them by the “rivers
of Babylon.” The precise location is not known, but it was somewhere on the Tigris or Euphrates rivers or one of its many canals
and tributaries. It’s interesting to notice the numerous times in
Scripture where God’s people would meet near waterways. One
writer said, “The bank of a river, like the seashore, is a favourite
place of sojourn of those whom deep grief drives forth from the
bustle of men into solitude” (Keil 800). We find Daniel by the
lonely banks of the Ulai canal in Susa receiving a vision from the
Lord (Dan. 8:2). When we first meet Ezekiel we’re told that he
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was “in the land of the Chaldeans by the Chebar canal, and the
hand of the Lord was upon him there” (Ezek. 1:3). The apostle
Paul meets Lydia and her household worshipping God on a river
bank in Philippi (Acts 16:13). The followers of Jehovah would
need a place of solitude—a place of worship, meditation, prayer,
mourning, joy, and instruction.
In the context of Psalm 137, it was a time of introspection and
deep grieving. The word for “weeping” in verse one means “to
weep, bewail, cry, shed tears, to weep (in grief, humiliation, or
joy), to weep bitterly….”(Strong H1058). It is certainly acceptable
for God’s remnant people to weep. We have multiple examples of
the true weepers of Israel. Jeremiah wept (Lam. 1:16; 2:11, 18, et
al.) before and after the final destruction of this obstinate people.
Daniel would see the vision of the seventy weeks (9:24–27), which
included the hope of future messianic fulfillment mixed with
the final demise of the nation that he loved and cherished (i.e. a
second destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans). The Scripture
says he mourned and fasted for three weeks following this vision
(Dan. 10:2–3). We see in the New Testament that Jesus would
enter Jerusalem under a veil of tears as he knew what it meant for
the nation to reject the anointed Son of God (Luke 19:41). The
apostle John echoed the tears of Jesus when he said, “He came to
his own, and his own people did not receive him” (John 1:11). Oh
to God, that the Holy One of Israel would have found more tears
of repentance among the nation. The Jewish captives of this psalm
should have wept, not a worldly sorrow that leads to death, but a
sorrow that leads to life (2 Cor. 7:9–10). Their tears sprang from
their humility and from it came a contrite and broken spirit.
What true believer has not woefully looked at himself in the
mirror of God’s word in sackcloth and ashes, with tears streaming down his face looking at the full reality of his failures (sin)?
I wish I could exempt myself from the sins of this people, but in
truth I can’t nor would I even dare to try, since I’m well aware of
my own failings. Daniel, one of the most “righteous men” in the
entire Bible, would place himself under the same curse as those
who wept long ago by the calm streams of Babylon. In his great
penitential prayer for himself and his nation he said, “I prayed
to the Lord my God and made confession, saying, “O Lord, the
great and awesome God, who keeps covenant and steadfast love
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with those who love him and keep his commandments, we have
sinned and done wrong and acted wickedly and rebelled, turning
aside from your commandments and rules” (Dan. 9:4–5). Was
Daniel’s prayer artificial—simply going through the motions, not
really believing that he was as guilty of sin as the nation? Do we
think that God would accept such pretense? What God received
from Daniel was sincere, heartfelt repentance!
The wailing in our context of Psalm 137:1 is deep, pure, holy,
and noble because the captives were mourning and remembering
Zion! In scripture Zion denotes an array of nuances. In Psalm 137:5
it refers to Jerusalem, but to the remnant people, Jerusalem meant
more than the city itself. Zion was synonymous with the Most
High God (Ps. 46:4). In addition, Leupold said that Zion represented “the Temple, its services, the remembrance of godly men
that dwelt there, the mighty deliverances that God had wrought,
the dynasty of David that had its seat there, and the Holy City as
the object of sacred pilgrimages during high festivals” (933).

A Need for Togetherness

It’s important to note the “we” of the passage—“we sat down and
wept, when we remembered Zion.” They had nothing in common
with their pagan captors, and as we read in this psalm, they will
find no solace among their masters (vs. 3). They had to be the community within the community, the community that lived among
the Chaldeans, but they could never identify with them. Their eyes
were on Zion (the city of God). This was the priesthood of believers (Exod. 19:5–6) who found solace and kinship together. We understand this to be true in our lives today also. True solace can only
be found among those who have the same world view (values). The
apostle Paul expresses the profitability of “togetherness mourning”
when he says “…weep with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15), or “if
one suffers, all suffer together….” (1 Cor. 12:26).
When afflictions come, there is nothing better than knowing that the sovereign God cares and listens to his people. Secondly, wrapped along with this keen awareness are the intimacy
and the comfort of your brethren. I can give you an example of
this in my own life. In October 2007 I went to the VA Hospital
for “routine” hip replacement surgery, and the doctor accidentally
cut my femoral artery. Some of the brethren came to sit with my
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wife, Sharon, during the procedure. They had prayed and laughed
together and sat in the waiting room expecting to hear that everything went well. First, the nurse came in with some news that
things had not gone exactly as planned. She was quickly followed
by the doctor whose faced showed that I was near death. He told
Sharon that I was barely holding on and my survival was at best
a remote possibility. Paul Earnhart happened to be there when
the doctor made that statement, and he said, “God is able!” God
certainly is able, and he enabled his people to take action in the
midst of great affliction. People began making phone calls of my
dire circumstances, and brethren all over the country and even
overseas began to pray diligently for me. The brethren in Louisville started to come to console my wife as well as my grown
children, for prayer, for support, for comfort, and to strengthen
their hands. The VA employees, who witnessed this outpouring of
support and the comfort extended to my family, were shocked by
the magnitude and the uniqueness of those who gathered to help
some of their own. It was the “fulfillment” of our Savior’s words
in John 13:34–35, and then when we contemplate Paul’s beautifully expressed comfort motif in 2 Corinthians 1:3–4, we must
stand in awe for the one whom we love. Praise God!

Singing the Lord’s Song in Hope

As you view Psalm 137, you may picture in your mind that these
captives are living with a sense of hopelessness. They are crying
out, “How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” (vs.
4). They have taken their lyres and hung them on nearby trees,
refusing to play or sing. They were being jeered at by their captors to sing of Zion for the purpose of entertainment (vs. 3). Such
a request would only add to their affliction, for what righteous
Jew would capriciously utter anything about Zion and its maker
Yahweh for the amusement of others? In my mind their refusal to
play was passive resistance. They had not forgotten Jerusalem or
Jehovah. To emphasize the point, the writer makes it personal. He
moves from the plural pronouns “we” and “us” to the singular “I.”
He places two “self-imprecated” (Leupold 935) judgments (curses)
upon himself if he fails to remember Jerusalem. One is the complete incapacity and use of his right hand to stroke the very instrument that he uses to worship God (vs. 5). To intensify the curse he
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declares, “Let my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth if I do not
remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy” (vs.
6). The idea is: may I never sing or speak again if I forget my loyalty
to God and his holy city. As far as this psalmist is concerned there
is no more worthy undertaking—his “highest joy”—than remembering the holy city and its importance (Leupold 935).
These expressions found in verses 4–6 were faith and hope being
crystallized. They had Jeremiah’s words of repatriation of the land
to hang on to “to give you a future and a hope” (Jer. 29:11b). There
were Ezekiel’s words in chapter 37 of the resurrection of the nation
with the added expectation of the future Messiah (vss. 25–28).
In their present circumstance there would be no song upon
their lips, but surely we cannot believe this was the sum total of
their lives. I am sure they found their places where they could
spend time together away from their critics and the persecutors. I
once went to China to preach the gospel and I had the opportunity to walk upon the Great Wall of China. It is 4,500 miles long,
and there are sections upon it that are dilapidated and few traverse
these areas, but some of our Chinese brethren have been known to
go to these more difficult areas to sing, “addressing one another in
psalms, hymns, and spiritual song and making melody in hearts
to the Lord” (Eph. 5:19). One of these disciples was asked by the
authorities to cease being a Christian, or else. His captors blinded
him in one eye as they struck him with his own belt. Later, he
would be released and commented, while he and others were singing in hushed tones on the Great Wall, that he longed for the day
where his voice could rip through the air as he sang praises to his
God along with other disciples. He may not have known about
the weepers of our text, but he knew something about their experience. Zion was in his heart, mind, and soul, and he was earnestly
looking for a better day and place (Heb. 11:16).
As we live in this world that is not fair, in a world that may be
full of hardship, truly how can we not sing? There may be times
when singing will give us comfort and encouragement and help
us to remember and seek our God. Those who have had to suffer
pain and loneliness understand this. When I was in the surgical
intensive care unit for a month trying to recover from my surgery
mishap, I asked my wife to bring me a song book so that when
I could not find any more words of prayer, I could sing songs of
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praise and hope. That got me through a tough time. Surely as we
strive to live in this present world, how can we not sing?
Hope has been necessary in every generation. You need not go
any further than the book of Psalms to see the importance of it.
“Behold, the eye of the Lord is on those who fear him, on those
who hope in his steadfast love” (Ps. 33:18). “Why are you cast
down, O my soul, and why are you in turmoil within me? Hope
in God; for I shall again praise him, my salvation” (Ps. 42:5).
Hope gives one the ability to endure (Rom. 15:4; 8:24–25). In
the New Testament, the word endurance means “steadfastness,
constancy, endurance…in the NT the characteristic of a man
who is not swerved from his deliberate purpose and his loyalty to
faith and piety by even the greatest trials and suffering” (Strong
G5281). Hope gave these captives the strength to endure the hostilities that they had to face as the people of God in Babylon.
It kept them out of the sanctuaries of Marduk and away from
other deities that were designed to lead them from the true Lord.
To forsake the foreign gods and the fictitious character of these
gods was like putting a bull’s eye on their back with one word on
it—Yahweh. Their faith and hope would sustain them in a nation
which could not possibly understand their identity with the God
of Israel. Likewise, they would be mocked for their holy living
just as Peter expressed in 1 Peter 4:3–4: “With respect to this
they are surprised when you do not join them in the same flood
of debauchery, and they malign you.” They were freaks in the
Babylonian empire. Their mistreatment caused them to lament,
but it did not cause the remnant to surrender. We also must continue to hope in God no matter what circumstances we are in, in
spite of any mockery we must suffer, for that is the only way citizens looking for a city “whose designer and builder is God” (Heb.
11:10) can survive in our “foreign land.” We gain strength when
we rely on the power of the Almighty God and his bountiful care
and trust him to get us through trials come what may.

Tiptoeing Through Imprecatory Passages

You realize the intensity of the emotion of the psalmist when you
read verses 7–9 of Psalm 137. Because of these words, this psalm
is called an “imprecatory psalm.” Collins English Dictionary defines the word imprecate, “to swear, curse, or blaspheme, to in-
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voke or bring down.” Leupold says that “the writer prays that God
may afflict the evil doer and punish him according to his deserts”
(18). As we bring every thought captive to obedience of Christ,
are imprecatory cries to be formed in our hearts, verbalizing them
to the Almighty? Are such verbalizations inconsistent with the
nature of being a Christian? Is there to be expectation of relief for
his people as they witness injustices perpetrated upon themselves
and their fellow man?
I titled this section “Tiptoeing Through Imprecatory Passages”
because very few modern-day saints know what to do with them.
These imprecatory cries are too strong and harsh for the delicate
ears of New Testament Christians. If I were to venture a guess, I
would say that while we all cry to God for help, few if any among
us have ever uttered an imprecatory cry. Likely, they would see
it as inconsistent with the message of Christianity—love, mercy,
and forgiveness. Many commentators have explained away the
imprecating pleadings as they jump through theological hoops to
avoid their valid place. Yes, their valid place.
Some argue that imprecatory curses were nothing more than
emotional oriental hyperbole. “The poetic language is also prone
to hyperbole—a feature not confined to the psalms (e.g., Neh.
4:4–5; Jer. 20:14–18; Amos 7:17). Such language is startling; indeed, part of its function was probably to startle—to express and
promote a sense of outrage” (Elwell 1097). I agree that hyperbole
is used throughout the Bible, but not in Psalm 137:7–9. Some religious writers of commentaries and dictionaries claim such verses
are hyperbole, because in their view it would be too outrageous
to accept the legitimacy of God’s people expressing such cries. In
fact, they minimize the Old Testament as the lesser ethic: “In
the pre-Christian period, therefore, such outbursts were not completely unjustifiable. But in the light of the fuller revelation in
the NT, such an attitude cannot be condoned” (Elwell 1097). If
they are correct in their observation, then why do we find people
who are members of the “royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9) making
imprecatory cries against their enemies? (2 Tim. 4:14; Acts 23:3).
In this case, none less than the apostle Paul! Their argument becomes fallacious unless you are willing to accuse Paul of being
carnally minded in those instances.
Similarly, we should consider the character of the person who
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wrote Psalm 137. We know this man had integrity and earnest
piety. There is not a hint of self-righteousness in the psalmist. His
humility shouts out at us as we see him grieving over Zion and
the Lord, and he places a curse upon himself if he fails in his
fidelity to God and Jerusalem. He is not a reprobate looking for
payback and revenge.
Also, we can throw David into the mix. No one in Scripture
has made more imprecatory cries than “the man after God’s own
heart” (e.g. Pss. 5; 17; 28; 35; 40; 55; 59; 70; 109; 139; 140). David
was neither sinless nor always just, but when David’s character
was temporarily eschewed the reason was not because he had misspoken in the above listed psalms. David would be rebuked by
Nathan, but neither Nathan nor any other prophet, for that matter, rebuked him for crying out against his enemies.
Before we can fully appreciate the imprecatory cries of Psalm
137:7–9, we must comprehend the righteousness and justice of our
God, and how they relate to the faithful remnant as they walk in a
foreign land. We’re told God’s throne is based upon righteousness
and justice (Ps. 97:2), and because of this, these pleadings come
forth from his people. We see God’s righteousness and justice illustrated in Exodus 22:23–24, where he warns the oppressors not
to mistreat widows and the fatherless: “If you do mistreat them,
and they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, and my wrath
will burn, and I will kill you with the sword, and your wives shall
become widows and your children fatherless.” Here is where we
find Old Testament authorization for the imprecatory cries of Jehovah’s people asking him to punish their oppressors who were
evil. In the New Testament there is similar authorization for imprecatory pleadings. Jesus used a parable to teach the need for persistent prayer—sometimes this parable is called the “Importune
Widow” or “The Persistent Widow” (Luke 18:1–8). It deals with
an unrighteous judge and a widow’s incessant pleading with him
to act against her adversary. The unjust judge refused to act on her
behalf, but her unrelenting cry was finally heard by him and thus
he interceded for her. Jesus contrasted the unrighteous judge in
this passage with the righteous and just Judge of heaven who will
not fail to act for his people—“And will not God give justice to
his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over
them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily” (vss. 7–8).
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Both the Old Testament and the New Testament are conjoined
on this ethic. The “I Am” has spoken, and as a seeker who desires
to do his will, I’m compelled to embrace the implications of these
passages and follow their example.
Let’s go back to Psalm 137. The psalmist asked the Lord to
“Remember, O Lord, against the Edomites the day of Jerusalem,
how they said, ‘Lay it bare, lay it bare, down to its foundations!’”
(vs.7). The hostilities between Edom and Israel are well-documented in Scripture. The Edomites were complicit in the fall of
Jerusalem. They were not just cheerleaders for the Babylonians totally to decapitate Jerusalem. They were the vultures who rejoiced
in the fall of their brethren, who picked the last bits of meat off
the bones (pilfered the remains). They made sure that the sons
of Jacob who were trying to flee from captivity were caught and
handed over to the Babylonians (Obad. 10–14; Ezek. 25:12; 35:5).
And they loved it so!
The psalmist’s desire was not personal vengeance. He knew
that vengeance and retribution belonged to God (Deut. 32:5).
The same ethic is found in the New Covenant (Rom. 12:19–20).
The descendants of Esau may have loved the “sweet” taste of revenge, but not God’s people mourning by the rivers of Babylon.
The fact that Edomites rejoiced in the fall of their enemies was in
violation of Holy Scripture. Proverbs 24:17 emphatically warns
not to rejoice over the fall of your enemy, and in verse 18, that
such gloating would cause God to side with the enemy. What this
man prayed for was the very thing that God promised that he was
going to do to Edom (Jer. 49:7–22) and Babylon (Isa. 13:1–22).
These nations were “evil doers”—“avowed enemies of God and
God’s cause” (Leupold 19).
When it comes to Babylonians and their ruthlessness, take the
Edomites’ personal viciousness and multiply it by ten, and then
you may finally reach the depth of brutality of the Babylonians.
They did terrible things to the people of Jerusalem and the surrounding cities. They were depraved; they exchanged the truth of
God for a lie and worshiped the creature rather than the Creator
(Rom. 1:25). When men leave God behind you can expect atrocities against humanity. They become filled with all manner of evil:
murder, insolent, haughty, inventors of evil, heartless and ruthless
(Rom 1:29–31). Some of the Jews who were not deported by the
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Babylonians were killed, and this included children—even those
in the wombs of their mothers. The killing of the infants and children assured the desolators that the nation would not rise again.
God would not forget Babylon or the other nations for what they
did to his people (Jer. 25:12–16).
God promised justice for his people. Based on who God is, we
expect him to act out of his sense of perfect justice and righteousness and punish those who hurt his people. He tells his people in
Proverbs 20:22 to wait for him—that he would repay evil.
God’s people were taught in Proverbs 25:21–22 that if your
enemy is hungry, give him food; if he is thirsty, give him water to
drink, for in doing so you will heap burning coals upon his head
and the Lord will reward you. This passage is not a contradiction
to those mourners in Babylon who cried against their enemies,
nor is the Sermon on the Mount out of step with imprecatory
cries. How could it be, when the very last book of your Bible
is about a nation who has shed the innocent blood of the saints,
and they were crying under God’s throne of justice, “O Sovereign
Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge
our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Rev. 6:10). God
does not rebuke them, but instead says, “Then they were each
given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete,
who were to be killed as they themselves had been” (Rev. 6:11).

Our Imprecatory Cries

How do we expect to live in faith and hope as pilgrims in a foreign world without imprecatory cries being formed upon our lips?
Should we not ask for justice and punishment for those in high
places who have authorized the killing of millions and millions
of innocent children in wombs throughout the world? Should we
not feel any righteous indignation toward the wickedness in the
land? (e.g. 2 Pet. 2:7–9). Shall we not ask the God of heaven that
the wicked be taught to fear Him? (Ps. 64:7–9). I am well aware
that what some people defend as righteous indignation is nothing
but a cover-up for hatred. The Scripture says, “For the anger of
man does not produce the righteousness that God requires” (Jas.
1:19). Though man easily perverts justice, we must realize that
this still does not take away the validity of true imprecatory cries
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that rely on God to fulfill his righteous justice. Since the heart is
easily deceived (Jer. 17:9), let us make sure that such cries come
from hearts rooted in truth and righteousness as we leave matters
in God’s hands and not our own..
In past years I have spent a great deal of time in East Africa.
Most U.S. brethren have not experienced oppressive governments
which hinder the gospel. They have not seen their brethren harassed and threatened by the police. In East Africa, sometimes you
can’t even tell the police from the robbers and murderers—they’re
often one and the same. There have been times when we could not
drink the water or eat the fish from Lake Victoria—not because of
a high mercury level—but because of thousands and thousands of
dead bodies which floated down into the lake from the civil war
in Burundi. It was reported that there were 500,000 people (men,
women, and children) killed in a three-month period (godless
men who love mayhem, chaos, and destruction). There has been
the persecution of our brethren in Zimbabwe. Mugabe’s government stole their homes and killed some of the people of God. Yes,
I pray for the God of heaven to vindicate our brethren in Africa,
China, Sri Lanka, India, et al. I pray, not only for our brethren,
but for God to help the innocent and to bring down those who
have no regard for those who have been created in his image. I’m
also praying that these wicked people will humble themselves and
turn to the living God (Ps. 2:10–12).
Our country has lost its moral footing on abortion, is leaning toward euthanasia for the elderly, and has all but surrendered
God-ordained marriage between a man and a woman by many of
the unrighteous judges who have infiltrated our land. Shall tears
be streaming down our faces as we ask God for justice? We are already finding that our nation, this nation that we love and respect,
is involved in a prolific rise of activists against those claiming to
be Christians. We must not cave or surrender the values of our
God. Jesus instructs us to be persistent in prayer and to cry out, so
that our faith may not fail in the midst of our enemies (Luke 18:1).
Perhaps one of the most sobering questions ever raised by our
Savior was the one he asked in Luke 18:8: “Nevertheless, when
the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” Will He find
the kind faith that will shine brightly as we walk as pilgrims in
this foreign land?
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As we close this psalm let us remember the true mourners of
Israel, but let us also take note of those who failed in their faith.
We must not just sympathize with those who are aching for Zion
from the banks of the rivers and tributaries in a captive land, but
we must have true remorse for those who can no longer sing of the
future hopes of restoration. These are the ones who have found
“peace” by choosing a life without God. They are no longer the
remnant of Israel. There are no psalms upon their lips—no imprecatory cries against God’s enemies for these enemies are now
their friends. Their culture and environment are not foreign to
them; they coexist in perfect harmony. What irony, that many
in Israel found camaraderie with those who did not know God,
and in their minds the true strange ones were those who longed
for the restoration of the Davidic kingdom on the lonely banks
of waterways far from home. Let’s be careful that we don’t make
that mistake and fall into the trap of neutrality in order to blend
in with those in the world, but rather live as God’s holy people,
pilgrims on a journey to our home.
In 1964 my father and I traveled from Miami, Florida to St.
Louis, Missouri, the city where he was born and raised. He was
looking for a new job. Life had been difficult for him during the
Miami years. He had bounced around from job to job, and it was
hard to experience great financial hardships. When we arrived in
St. Louis, it was after midnight. We had no money for a motel,
and so my father drove to a sleepy old neighborhood and parked
his car so that we could get a little rest. He had not parked the
car on just any old street, and the aged house that we looked upon
was not just any old house. This was where he was born, the house
where he was raised. After being away for more than twenty years,
the first place that he sought was his home. That night for him was
a night of remembering—his father, mother, brothers, and sister;
and I believe he dipped himself in those sweet memories. There is
no place like home.
Such a subject as we have discussed would be meaningless
dribble if I did not affirm that living in a foreign land with “Zion”
in our hearts should be more than a mere morose sub-existence,
but in fact a life given to “song”—a life that understands that
we are in a great spiritual battle where we are inflicted by many
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wounds, but the Healer is greater than the trauma. Don’t forget the end of the story: Babylon is dust and God’s people win.
God’s people went back home. Brethren, there is no place like
home—our heavenly home.
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Where Will We Worship?
Frank Jamerson
Jesus turned a simple request for a drink of water into a profound pronouncement of a change in worship. The process of that
change had begun and soon would be fulfilled. After assuming
that Jesus was a prophet, the Samaritan woman said, “Our fathers
worshiped on this mountain, and you Jews say that in Jerusalem is
the place where one ought to worship.” Jesus replied:
Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when you will neither on
this mountain, nor in Jerusalem, worship the Father. You worship
what you do not know; we know what we worship, for salvation is
of the Jews. But the hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the Father is
seeking such to worship Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth. (John 4:20–24 NKJV)

We often use this passage to teach there is a proper object of worship—God, a proper attitude of worship—in spirit, and a proper
standard of worship—truth. These facts are certainly true, but is
this really what Jesus was teaching? It seems to me that Jesus used
the occasion to contrast the coming worship of the New Covenant
with that of the Old, which would remove the significance of both
race and place. This is a lesson that many people do not understand.

Worship Defined

There are five Greek words that are translated by our word “worship.” Franklin T. Puckett provided this excellent definition:
The word “worship” is the English term that is used to translate
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several different Greek words, but perhaps the Greek word most
often rendered ‘worship’ in the English is the word “proskuneo.”
This may not mean much at first glance, but when we break it
down into its parts, we get a beautiful picture: the preposition
“pros” means “to, in the direction of, toward” and the verb “kune”
means to “kiss, to show devotion, to manifest love.” So when one
worships God, he is “showing devotion, manifesting love, throwing a kiss toward” the Father above…. It is a beautiful and holy
hour, and no man can truly understand its significance and meaning without being exalted and uplifted by the experience. (1, 14)

W. E. Vine summarized the definition of worship as the following: “broadly it may be regarded as the direct acknowledgement to God, of His nature, attributes, ways and claims, whether
by the outgoing of the heart in praise and thanksgiving or by deed
done in such acknowledgement” (1248).
The Samaritan woman was not asking whether she should live
on Mount Gerizim or in Jerusalem, but where she should worship! Some teach that our whole lives are worship. A preacher in
the Christian Church argued that everything we do is worship;
therefore, if we cannot play an instrument in worship, we cannot
play one anywhere. My response was to ask if we could wash feet
in worship, and if not, can we wash them any where? Some of our
brethren are arguing that because our bodies are temples of the
Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19), and we are priests (1 Pet. 2:9), anywhere
you have those two things you have worship. They make no distinction between worship and service. It is true that both words
may be translated from the Greek word proskuneo, but it is not
true that all service is worship, though worship may also be a way
of serving God.
Jesus cleansed the temple twice because men had failed to
distinguish between service and worship (John 2:14–15; Matt.
21:12–13). The services of selling oxen, sheep, and doves and
making change were good works, but Jesus said they were doing
them in the wrong place. The house of prayer had become a den of
thieves, and he drove them out of the temple and overturned their
money tables. Maybe they thought if they could sell animals and
birds anywhere, they could sell them in the temple. Jesus did not
agree with their thinking! Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego
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were faithful servants of Nebuchadnezzar, but when the order was
given to “fall down and worship the gold image” (Dan. 3:5), they
knew the difference between serving the king and worshiping his
image. Many first-century Christians were persecuted, and even
killed, because they would not “worship the image of the beast”
(Rev. 13:15–17), although they were faithful servants to the emperor. The Ethiopian eunuch had gone to Jerusalem to worship
(Acts 8:27), not to live. The trip was not worship, but he made the
trip to worship. It is not true that all of life or all service is worship.

Temples and Synagogues

Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem around 960 b.c., but it
was destroyed by the Babylonians in 587 b.c. After the Persians
allowed Jews to return, Zerubbabel led in the rebuilding of the
temple, which was completed in 515 b.c. Historians tell us Herod
began rebuilding the temple in 19 b.c., and Davis’ Dictionary says,
“The materials were brought together before the old structure was
taken down…[it was] not completed until a.d. 62-64” (809). That
temple was destroyed in a.d. 70. Davis says the temple on Mount
Gerizim was built by Sanballat about 380 b.c. and “was destroyed
by John Hyrcanus, 129 b.c.” (267). Although their temple had
been destroyed, Samaritans continued to offer their adoration on
the summit of the hill where their sacred edifice had stood. So
when Jesus talked with the woman at the well, Samaritans did
not have a temple, and the Jews soon would not have one! Neither
place would have special significance.
Various Bible dictionaries indicate that synagogues were developed during the Babylonian captivity. Jews had no temple, but they
gathered each Sabbath day for scriptural instruction and prayer.
The general rule of a synagogue is that at least ten men had to be
present for a meeting (sometimes they paid ten unemployed men
to be present at every service). They had elders—a group of respected men who regulated policies; rulers—those who decided who
would be called on to participate; a minister—who had charge of
the books, kept the building ready, and administered lashes when
needed; a delegate—chosen each meeting by the ruler to read Scripture, lead prayer, and make comments; an interpreter—to translate
into the Aramaic language; and almoners—two or three persons
who received alms for the poor. They arranged for the Pentateuch
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(divided into 154 sections) to be read completely every three years.
At the time of Christ, Luke recorded that the Law of Moses was
taught “in every city, being read in the synagogues every Sabbath”
(Acts 15:21). Anywhere ten or more Jewish men lived, there was
likely a synagogue, and in the larger cities many synagogues existed, including Jerusalem where the temple stood.
John Price (preacher for Grace Baptist Church in Rochester,
New Jersey) wrote an excellent book against instrumental music
in worship, in which he discusses the influence of the synagogue
on the church. He says, “its worship was destitute of instrumental
music… The elements of public worship actually enumerated in
the New Testament are precisely those which existed in the synagogue. As then, the use of musical instruments was unknown
in the worship of the synagogue, it was not introduced into the
Christian church” (70). He gave three reasons the church followed the pattern of the synagogue and not the temple.
First, by the time of Christ, the simple and spiritual worship of
the synagogues had become far more prominent than the ceremonial and sacrificial worship, even in the Temple in Jerusalem…
Second, by the time of Christ, the vast majority of Jews of the
Dispersion, scattered throughout the Greco-Roman world, had
never even seen the Temple worship in Jerusalem… Third, after
the Temple was destroyed in a.d. 70, it was never rebuilt, and
instrumental music among the Jews appears to have completely
disappeared. It was singing of the synagogues, unaccompanied
by musical instruments, which continued both among the Jews
and the early Christian church. (70–71)

He also stated that the “early Church Fathers were unanimous
and vehement in condemning musical instruments in the worship
of the church” (72).
Here are some of the quotations Price gives from early church
leaders: “Justin Martyr…wrote about a.d. 140, ‘The use of singing with instrumental music was not received in the Christian
churches as it was among the Jews in their infant state (during
temple worship), but only the use of plain song… Musical organs pertain to the Jewish ceremonies and agree no more to us
than circumcision” (75). Eusebius (ca. 260–ca. 339) “states that it
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was the universal practice of the churches to sing unaccompanied
psalms… And so more sweetly pleasing to God than any musical instrument would be the symphony of the people of God, by
which, in every church of God, with kindred spirit and single
disposition, with one mind and unanimity of faith and piety, we
raise melody in unison in our psalmody” (77). The Council of
Laodicea (a.d. 367) prohibited “the use of musical instruments
in worship, and this has remained the policy of the Eastern Orthodox Church to the present day” (80). (That is true in every
country except the U.S.A., where the Orthodox use organs. One
Orthodox priest told me “it is a Western innovation”; another said
“we are allowed to use organs in this country.”)
With Constantine’s legalization of the Christian religion in
a.d. 313, Price says, “Great changes began to take place in its
outward worship. Magnificent buildings were constructed and
worship became marked by increasingly elaborate ceremonies, including more complex tunes in singing. This complexity of tunes
eventually…gave rise to the use of skilled choirs. But despite the
increase of external pomp beginning in the fourth century, musical instruments did not enter into the worship of the church until
many centuries later” (82). More evidence could be given, but the
historical facts are overwhelmingly against instrumental music
in worship. Our brethren who are following the denominational
world in adding instrumental music are ignoring both Scripture
and secular history.

The Contrasts

In John 4, Jesus was not contrasting sincere and insincere worship.
Moses wrote, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart, with all your soul, and all your might” (Deut. 6:5). Joshua
told Israel: “Now therefore, fear the Lord, serve Him in sincerity
and truth, and put away the gods which your fathers served on
the other side of the River and in Egypt. Serve the Lord!” (Josh.
24:14). There is no contrast between the Old and New Covenants,
in so far as worshiping in spirit (sincerely) is concerned.
Jesus was not contrasting worshiping in truth and worshiping
in error. In fact, Jesus told the Samaritan woman that the Samaritans were worshiping in ignorance, and the Jews in truth (John
4:22). Jesus said, concerning the Jews who were following their
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traditions instead of the truth, “In vain they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments of men” (Matt. 15:9). God
has never accepted worship that was not from the heart and according to the truth.
The word truth (John 4:23–24) is defined by Westcott as “that
which is not only truly but also completely what it professes to
be… The popular sense of the word ‘ideal’—fulfilling the complete conception—comes near to this usage” (73). W. E. Vine said
the word “denotes true in the sense of real, ideal, genuine…(used
of) His worshippers, John 4:23” (1170). Phil Roberts wrote:
He is not thereby implying that the worship that had formerly
been offered at Jerusalem was insincere and false. Rather, He is
saying that the time has now come for that temple to be replaced
by the true spiritual reality that it foreshadowed, the true sanctuary that the Lord pitched and not man (Heb. 8:2)… I have difficulty seeing Jesus telling the Samaritan woman that the time had
just now arrived for men to start worshiping God sincerely, and
in accordance with his laws. But I can sure see him telling her
that her question about the proper mountain of worship would
soon be insignificant because the time had now come for the old
external forms such as the temple at Jerusalem to be replaced by
the true spiritual realities which they foreshadowed. (6)

We may compare it with the statement in John 1:17: “For the
law came through Moses, but grace and truth came through Jesus
Christ.” There was grace and truth in the Old Covenant, but the
real “grace and truth” came through Christ, and the real worship
also came through Christ. We have the genuine worship, which
is more consistent with the very nature of God, who is Spirit. The
carnal gave way to the spiritual (Heb. 9:9–10). The shadow gave
way to the substance (Heb. 10:1). The glitter of the physical Temple
gave way to “the true tabernacle, which the Lord erected, and not
man” (Heb. 8:1–2).

Book-Miller Debate

In 1955, James P. Miller, with Franklin T. Puckett moderating,
debated Morris Butler Book in Orlando, Florida, on the subject of
instrumental music in worship. In his first speech, Brother Miller
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used a chart with five contrasts between the Old and New Covenants. His opponent ignored the argument through the whole
debate. Notice the five contrasts:

Temples. The physical temple in Jerusalem was temporary. Solomon
raised a labor force and “commanded them to quarry large stones,
costly stones, and hewn stones, to lay the foundation of the temple” (1 Kings 5:17). The spiritual temple is eternal. “You also, as
living stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through
Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5).
Brother Miller did not make this point, but I think it is significant that Paul said the Lord’s house is “built on the foundation of
the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ Himself being the chief
cornerstone” (Eph. 2:20). We often overlook the fact that Paul
did not say to the Ephesians, “Christ is the foundation.” He said
“Christ is the chief cornerstone.” W. E. Vine commented that cornerstones “were laid so as to give strength to the two walls with
which they were connected. So Christ unites Jew and Gentile,
Eph. 2:20” (233). This perfectly fits the context of Ephesians 2:11–
22. The temple Christ was building had only two walls—Jews and
Gentiles who were united in Christ the chief cornerstone with the
foundation of the apostles and prophets. Jesus is the universal Savior
and the New Covenant apostles and prophets gave a universal
message which brings together Jews and Gentiles into a spiritual
temple. Their work is finished; now we build on that foundation
(1 Cor. 3:12–17). The place of meeting is insignificant. Those who
assemble on Christ’s terms, revealed through the apostles and
prophets, are the temple of God (1 Cor. 3:17).
Sacrifices. Animals and birds were killed as sacrifices under the
Old Covenant. “And if the burnt sacrifice of his offering to the
Lord is of birds, then he shall bring his offering of turtledoves or
young pigeons. The priest shall bring it to the altar, wring off its
head, and burn it on the altar; its blood shall be drained out at the
side of the altar” (Lev. 1:14–15). “And he brought the bull for the
sin offering. Then Aaron and his sons laid their hands on the head
of the bull for the sin offering… Then he brought the ram as the
burnt offering. And Aaron and his sons laid their hands on the
head of the ram” (Lev. 8:14, 18). Under the New Covenant Paul
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wrote, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God,
that you present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable
to God, which is your reasonable [spiritual, ASV] service” (Rom.
12:1). We offer a living sacrifice, not a dead one!

Priests. Aaron and his descendants were to be priests. “Then you
shall bring Aaron and his sons to the door of the tabernacle of
meeting and wash them with water… You shall anoint them, as
you anointed their father, that they may minister to Me as priests;
for their anointing shall surely be an everlasting priesthood
throughout their generations” (Exod. 40:12–15). Speaking of
those who had been purchased by the blood of Christ, Peter said,
“But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation,
His own special people, that you may proclaim the praises of Him
who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet.
2:9). When the priesthood changed, the law changed (Heb. 7:12).

Circumcision. Under the Old Covenant, males were to be circumcised “on the eighth day” (Lev. 12:3). Under the New Covenant,
“he is a Jew who is one inwardly, and circumcision is that of the
heart, in the Spirit, and not in the letter; whose praise is not from
men but from God” (Rom. 2:29). Under the New Covenant, “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith
working through love” (Gal. 5:6).
Music. In the Old Covenant, instrumental music was authorized
for temple worship. “Then he stationed the Levites in the house
of the Lord with cymbals, with stringed instruments, and with
harps, according to the commandment of David, of Gad the
king’s seer, and of Nathan the prophet; for thus was the commandment of the Lord by his prophets” (2 Chron. 29:25). The
New Covenant says, “speaking to one another in psalms and
hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your
heart to the Lord” (Eph. 5:19).
Miller’s conclusion was, “Mechanical music is a violation
of the nature of the New Covenant.” That being true, you understand why the Christian Church preacher made no reply to
Brother Miller’s argument!

Contemporary Worship

In recent years, we have been reading and hearing of contemporary
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worship instead of traditional worship. Praise choirs, applause in
worship, making a party out of the Lord’s Supper, drama presentations, and entertaining preaching have become the expectations
of many. There is even a “Cowboy Church” in our area. You can
come as you are, preferably with boots and dirty shirts, and be entertained more cheaply than going to the Grand Ole Opry.
John F. MacArthur (preacher at Grace Community Church in
Sun Valley, California), wrote a book titled Ashamed of the Gospel:
When the Church Becomes Like The World, in which he describes
the mentality of many religious people of today, including too
many in churches of Christ. He said, “The whole point is to make
church ‘user-friendly.’ That is a term borrowed from the computer
industry… Some of the user-friendly churches offer at least one
service a week (often a midweek service) where a spoken message
is the centerpiece. But even in those meetings the style is frequently psychological and motivational rather than biblical” (60).
He gives several quotations from user-friendly churches:
There is no fire and brimstone here. No Bible-thumping. Just
practical, witty messages… Services have an informal feeling…
You won’t hear people threatened with hell or referred to as sinners. The goal is to make them feel welcome, not drive them
away… The sermons are relevant, upbeat, and best of all, short…
It’s a Salvationist message, but the idea is not so much being saved
from the fires of hell. Rather, it’s being saved from meaninglessness and aimlessness in this life. It’s more of a soft-sell…. (47)

MacArthur concluded:
Scripture says the early Christians “turned the world upside
down” (Acts 17:6 KJV). In our generation the world is turning
the church upside down… I never hear the term “user-friendlychurch” without thinking of Acts 5 and Ananias and Sapphira.
What happened there flies in the face of almost all contemporary
church-growth theory. The Jerusalem church certainly wasn’t
very user-friendly. (51)

Reviewing this book, Winford Claiborne said pragmatism
(meaning or worth is determined by practical consequences) “has
led many churches—including some churches of Christ—to
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spend hundreds of thousands dollars on gymnasiums, exercise
equipment, musical extravaganzas, having dramas instead of
sermons, engaging in dance in the worship, and participating in
other unauthorized activities. If such practices draw large crowds,
publicize the church in the community, and increase the contribution, they become a role model for other churches” (8–9). The
sad thing is that many who criticize these kinds of activities participate in churches building kitchens and social halls for entertainment. There is no more authority for the social hall than there
is for the gym, and those who participate in the former cannot
consistently oppose the latter.

Applause in Worship

There are different defenses of applause in worship. Some appeal
to the Old Testament. The Psalmist said, “Oh, clap your hands,
all you peoples! Shout to God with the voice of triumph! For the
Lord Most High is awesome; He is a great King over all the earth”
(Ps. 47:1–2). Another Psalm says, “Shout joyfully to the Lord, all
the earth; Break forth in song, rejoice, and sing praises. Sing to
the Lord with the harp, With the harp and the sound of a psalm,
With trumpets and the sound of a horn; Shout joyfully before
the Lord, the King” (Ps. 98:4–6). If the Psalms justify clapping
in New Covenant worship, it also authorizes instrumental music.
Surely, brethren who know the difference between the Old and
New Covenants would not make such arguments, but some do.
Paul Williams, who works in South Africa, says they have
problems with people wanting to accompany the singing with
clapping. He wrote:
It is a method of manipulating the mood of the audience. Frequently the clapping becomes faster and more vigorous as the
song progresses, bringing the audience to an emotional “high.”
This emotional feeling is thought to be spirituality, so the higher
and more often the high can be repeated, the greater the spirituality of the people and the more they are convinced that they
are being moved by the Holy Spirit. Yet what they experience is
an artificially produced emotional feeling, a feeling which can be
duplicated by dancing to rock and roll music. It has nothing
to do with spirituality… Clapping is not singing, and singing is
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all that the New Testament tells us to do (Col. 3:16; Eph. 5:19).
Clapping produces a sound just like the guitar or organ or drum
does, but that sound is not singing” (3–4).

Some say applause takes the place of Amen. First, if that were
true, not many churches that I know would have any problem.
Seldom do we hear an Amen, even at the end of a prayer. Second,
the Bible specifically says that one who prays should speak so people can understand and “say Amen, at your giving of thanks” (1
Cor. 14:15–16). Do those who make this argument applaud when
a brother finishes a prayer? Third, God has instructed us what we
should do in worship. When we observe the Lord’s Supper, we
are communing with Christ and we should clearly understand
that it is a solemn memorial of the event that makes spiritual life
possible. The Lord ’s Supper is observed in an assembly of saints,
but the communion is primarily with Christ. Jesus said, “But I say
to you, I will not drink this fruit of the vine from now on until
that day when I drink it new with you in My Father’s kingdom”
(Matt. 26:29). Each person is to examine himself, not the person
next to him (1 Cor. 11:28). If a person drinks unworthily, it has
no effect on others; if he drinks worthily, that does not make the
worship of others acceptable. Judgment is individual. “He who
eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment
to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body” (1 Cor. 11:29). Paul
wrote the letter to Corinth from Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:8), and he
included brethren in both congregations, as well as other places,
when he said, “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the
communion of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is
it not the communion of the body of Christ? For we, being many,
are one bread and one body; for we all partake of that one bread”
(1 Cor. 10:16–18). We must understand that the “one bread” is not
one piece of bread in each congregation, but one in kind—unleavened bread; and when we observe the Lord’s Supper we are doing
what all other obedient believers are doing—communing with
Christ on the first day of the week (Acts 20:7). Should we applaud
the one who serves the Lord ’s Supper, or clap and do cartwheels
down the isle because we are communing with Christ?
We are to sing praises to God and teach and admonish one
another. Should we applaud the one who has the prettiest voice?
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We are to preach the word of God. Should we give the preacher a
round of applause if we think he did a good job? What if he didn’t
do a good job—should we boo him? That’s what we do when we
do not like entertainment! Should we applaud the one who gives
the most money, or boo those who do not give any? Applauding,
or booing, places the emphasis on the messenger, not the message. What about holding up a sign, like the cheer-leaders saying
“make noise,” or using an air-horn instead of beating your hands?
The fact is that saying “Amen” places the emphasis on the message,
which is what should be done.
James Bales quoted a statement from The Simeon Society of the
Church of England (Anglican) in Canada, that summarizes it well:
The purpose of the service is not to entertain or amuse the congregation with lights, music and ceremonies, for entertainment
is not worship even if it be good entertainment. The function of
the church is to feed the lambs, and not to amuse the goats. In
the true worship of God we ascribe worth to Him and to His
name and to His word in praise and prayer and in the reading and exposition of the Holy Scriptures. The objective of the
service should be the exhortation of Christ, “that in all things
He might have the pre-eminence” (Col. 1:18). The presence of
candles, perpetual lights or other theatrical effects in the chancel can only confuse the mind of the worshipper. Christ is the
Light of the world and His Holy Spirit needs no artificial means
to illuminate His presence. Let us then put away the “strange
fire” in our midst. (21)

There is nothing wrong with being emotionally stimulated
in worship. The problem arises when the focus is moved from
the worship to the worshiper. When drama takes the place of the
gospel and acting takes the place of preaching, men have departed from God’s way. Some churches are cutting out preaching
on Sunday morning and offering worship on Friday or Saturday
night so people will have Sundays to themselves. John MacArthur says some churches are saying, “If you must have a sermon,
keep it brief and amusing. Don’t be preachy or authoritative.
Above all, keep everyone entertained… Many of these services
offer no preaching whatsoever. Instead, they rely on music, skits,
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multimedia, and other means of communication to convey the
message” (46). Some of our brethren will not be far behind because they do not know how to establish biblical authority, and
they cannot apply Bible teaching.

Conclusion

Why did God command us to worship him? Paul told the Athenians, “Nor is He worshiped with men’s hands, as though He
needed anything, since He gives to all life, breath, and all things”
(Acts 17:25). God does not need our worship, but he deserves it!
He has never been pleased with ritualism. David said, “For You
do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; You do not delight
in burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, A broken and contrite heart—These, O God, You will not despise” (Ps.
51:16–17). The God who struck fear in the heart of Moses and all
Israel at Mount Sinai (Exod. 19:16–19; Heb. 12:21) is the same
God that we serve. “Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom
which cannot be shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve
God acceptably with reverence and godly fear. For our God is a
consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28–29). When the reverence and godly
fear are gone, and worship becomes play time, or doing what we
please, our worship is vain.
Israel, a physical nation had a physical land, physical priesthood, and physical temple which were temporary. We have a spiritual kingdom, and spiritual worship which will never end, if we
are faithful. We should learn from the mistakes of God’s people
in the past (Rom. 15:4), and understand that God expects genuine obedience from the heart. He is not impressed with heartless expressions or human inventions. Ritual worship will not be
remedied by physical surroundings such as dimming the lights or
sitting in a circle holding hands, but by changing the heart. With
the Psalmist let us say, “Oh, magnify the Lord with me, And let
us exalt His name together” (Ps. 34:3), and “I was glad when they
said to me, Let us go into the house of the Lord” (Ps. 122:1). Real
worship is not patterned after the latest denominational fads, but
the very nature of God! We conclude where we began, with a
statement from brother Puckett: “no man can truly understand its
significance and meaning without being exalted and uplifted by
the experience,” and I hope you will join me in saying, Amen!
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When Will Our King Return?
Bob Hutto
When the Babylonians, that “bitter and hasty nation” whose
“strength is their god” (Hab. 1:6, 11), unleashed a blitzkrieg against
Judah and Jerusalem, they left nothing but death and destruction
in their wake. The Holy City, once a princess among the provinces (Lam. 1:1), was reduced to rubble. The city walls were broken
down, the buildings were destroyed, and the residents were carried
into a foreign land. The people, whose leaders had so naively trusted in Yahweh to protect them from calamity (Jer. 7:4), were now
left to wrestle with the multitude of questions the defeat raised:
Will the Lord reject forever?
And will He never be favorable again?
Has His lovingkindness ceased forever?
Has His promise come to an end forever?
Has God forgotten to be gracious?
Or has He in anger withdrawn His compassion? (Ps. 77:7–9)

Among the important issues Israel wrestled with was the state of
the monarchy. Did God not promise David a continuing dynasty?
Did he not say to David, “I will raise up your seed after you, who
will come forth from you, and I will establish his kingdom. He
shall build a house for My name, and I will establish the throne of
his kingdom forever” (2 Sam. 7:12–13)? Did not the royal psalms
suggest that the king would rule as God’s son over both Israel
and the nations, executing justice and righteousness “from sea to
sea” (Pss. 2; 72)? For 400 years the family of David did indeed
rule over the kingdom. But with the Babylonian invasion, the
deportation and imprisonment of Jehoiachin, and the death of
229
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Zedekiah and his sons, it seems that the once mighty cedar, the
Davidic dynasty, had been cut down. What would become of the
covenant God made with the “man after His own heart”?

God’s Plan For a King

That God intended for Israel to have a king can be seen as early as
the time of Abraham. God told the patriarch, “kings will come
forth from you” (Gen. 17:6). That prediction is followed by Jacob’s
promise to Judah:
Judah is a lion’s whelp;
From the prey, my son, you have gone up.
He couches, he lies down as a lion,
And as a lion, who dares rouse him up?
The scepter will not depart from Judah,
Nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,
Until Shiloh comes,
And to him shall be the obedience of the peoples. (Gen. 49:9–10)

The words “scepter” and “ruling staff” indicate that Judah was to
be the ruling tribe in Israel and would continue to be so until
“Shiloh comes.” The meaning of this word has eluded students of
the Bible over the years. A number of possibilities have been suggested (Brown, Driver, and Briggs lists seven alternatives), some
more plausible than others (Mathews 893–96). Suffice it to say
that the prophecy foresees kings from the tribe of Judah ruling,
not only over the twelve tribes of Israel but over “the peoples”
(‘ammim, plural), with God’s approval, for a long period of time.
Walter Kaiser also notes, “…the words of Jacob regarding Judah
in Genesis 49 anticipated in many details the future rise of David
to Israel’s throne” (Expositor’s 276). As we will see, David plays an
important role in the message of the exilic prophets concerning
the restoration of the monarchy.
The prophecies of Balaam concerning Israel are laced with allusions to Genesis 49. Twice he refers to a lion that will rise up
and consume its prey (Num. 23:24; 24:8–9). He then clearly predicts that kings will rule in Israel: “And his king shall be higher
than Agag/And his kingdom shall be exalted” (Num. 24:7). A
longer statement is found in the next prophetic statement:
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I see him, but not now;
I behold him, but not near;
A star shall come forth from Jacob,
A scepter shall rise from Israel,
And shall crush through the forehead of Moab,
And tear down all the sons of Sheth…
One from Jacob will have dominion,
And will destroy the remnant of the city. (24:17–19)
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The figure of a star is used to denote people of great influence (Nebuchadnezar, for example, Isa. 14:12). Here it refers to the future
king of Israel, as the parallel word “scepter” indicates (this word is
itself a figure of speech referring to the king, the one who holds
the scepter). Though Balak wanted Balaam to curse Israel, God
enabled him to see a king rising up from Israel and exercising
dominion over the opposition forces in the region: Moab, Sheth,
and Edom.
Moses looked forward to a monarchy in Israel. Twice in Deuteronomy we read about the king whom the people would set up
over them (Deut. 17:14–20; 28:36). The first passage contains a
lengthy list of conditions that must be observed. They were to set
up as king only the person God would choose. The king should
not multiply horses for himself, enrich himself with gold and silver, or multiply wives (cf. Solomon’s reign, 1 Kings 10–11). God
expected the king to keep a copy of his law at hand, read throughout his lifetime, and be careful to observe it. By doing these things
the king would ensure that “he and his sons may continue long
in his kingdom in the midst of Israel” (Deut. 17:20). The possibility of failure, however, looms over the future monarchy. God
warns them that if the nation disobeyed, he would send them and
their king into a nation “which neither you nor your fathers have
known” (Deut. 28:36).
Finally, the book of Judges is an argument for effective, consistent, covenant-keeping leadership through a king (Waltke 588–
623). Though the judges whom God raised up accomplished great
things for him, the author characterizes the period as a time when
“there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his own
eyes” (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). He implies that a righteous king
would be good for Israel and could remedy the situation. It is not
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long before we learn that God has a man in mind for the job—a
man after his own heart (see also the companion piece to the book
of Judges, Ruth, which takes place “when the judges governed”;
especially 4:16–22 which anticipates the advent of David).
Once the monarchy was established, there was no going back,
though it had a faltering beginning. At the close of Samuel’s tenure as judge, the people rejected the rule of God and asked for a
king. Their error was not so much their desire for a king, but that
they wanted a king who would make them like the nations and
fight their battles for them (1 Sam. 8:20). God had said explicitly
that he would go before them and defeat their enemies (Exod.
14:14; Deut. 1:30; 3:22), and he had proven true to this promise
numerous times in Israel’s history. When the people express their
desire for a king who would fight for them, it was nothing short
of a rejection of Yahweh’s provision and protection. Perhaps if
they had asked for a king who would help them be holy before
the Lord (that is, different from the nations), who would administer God’s standard of justice and righteousness in the world, and
who would go forth triumphantly in the name of Yahweh, things
would have been different. But they did not. After the failure
of Saul’s reign (a Benjamite, not a Judahite), God chose a man
who would indeed “administer justice and righteousness for all his
people” (1 Sam. 8:15). That man was David.

David: the Quintessential King of Israel

It would be difficult to overemphasize the importance of David
in the history of Israel. From his youth he manifested complete
trust in Yahweh (1 Sam. 17:37, 45), and though there was a strong
trend in Israel to become Canaanitized, David never turned to
any God but the Lord. When he succeeded, he praised God for it
(Ps. 18); when he struggled, he pleaded with God for help (Ps. 51).
Among his last words were, “Now therefore, our God, we thank
You, and praise Your glorious name.” His last command to the
people was, “Now bless the Lord your God” (1 Chron. 29:13, 20).
When Saul died the tribes of Israel were in disarray, but David was able to unite the northern and southern factions into one
cohesive nation. Under his leadership Israel dominated the region,
defeating their perennial adversaries, the Philistines, and subduing Moab and Ammon east of the Jordan and Edom to the south.
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To the north, even Syria was made to pay tribute to him. His
empire stretched literally from the River of Egypt as far as the
great river, the River Euphrates (cf. Gen. 15:18). He established
the strategic city of Jerusalem as the political and cultic center of
Israel, making it the permanent home of the long neglected Ark
of the Covenant, which he publicly transported from the house
of Obed-edom to Jerusalem in grand procession. His success
was possible because “the Lord helped David wherever he went”
(1 Chron. 18:13). His influence continues to this today as modern
Israel has adopted the Star of David as their national symbol.
The covenant God made with David is the most outstanding
feature of his reign (2 Sam. 7:1–17; 1 Chron. 17; Ps. 89). When
David expressed a desire to build a permanent house for God, he
would not allow it. That honor would go to David’s son Solomon.
Instead, God would build a house, that is, a perpetual dynasty, for
David. God would raise up David’s seed to rule over the kingdom.
Yahweh would be his father; he would be Yahweh’s son. The perpetual nature of the Davidic dynasty is emphasized, being mentioned three times (vss. 13, 16). Furthermore, Kaiser argues that
the phrase in David’s prayer translated, “And this is the custom of
man” (vs. 19 NASB) should be translated, “this is the charter for
humanity” (152–55), referring to God’s eternal purpose to exercise
his rule over humankind through his anointed. As son of God, the
king would be co-regent with him, administrating his kingdomrule in the earth. These ideas are expressed in the second Psalm:
But as for Me, I have installed my King
Upon Zion, My holy mountain.
I will surely tell of the decree of the Lord:
He said to Me, “You are My Son,
Today I have begotten You.

And in Psalm 73, “Give the king Your judgments, O God/And
Your righteousness to the king’s son” (vs. 1).
With but a few encouraging signs (for example, the reigns of
Asa, Hezekiah, and Josiah, all of whom “did what was right in
the sight of the Lord, like David his father”; 2 Kings 15:11; 18:3;
22:2) the royal descendents of David spiraled out of control. Judah
suffered through the reigns of one menacing queen (Athaliah),
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five assassinations, two kings “stricken by God,” and three exiled
to foreign lands (Hill and Walton 235). Klein points out,
Second Kings 25:1–26…shows how Judah had reached an absolute nadir. Zedekiah was exiled in fetters to Babylon having witnessed the murder of his two sons shortly before he was blinded.
Nebuzaradan burned the temple and the palace and exiled some
of the remaining populace, taking whatever was of value from
the temple to Babylon. Temple officials, various members of the
royal administration, and sixty of the people of the land were
then transported to Riblah—just like Zedekiah—where they
were executed… Judah was thus taken into exile. Finally, Ishmael and his associates assassinated Gedaliah. As a result of his
murder, the last remaining hope in Palestine was gone. (40)

It would be difficult to imagine a bleaker situation than Jeremiah’s
description of Zedekiah, “The breath of our nostrils, the Lord’s
anointed/Was captured in their pits/Of whom we had said, ‘Under his shadow we shall live among the nations’” (Lam. 4:20). The
attitude of the exiles is captured by Ezekiel: “Our bones are dried
up, and our hope has perished. We are completely cut off” (37:11).
Long before the Babylonian invasion, the eighth-century prophets had spoken of the day of the Lord, a day of darkness and not
light, a day of gloom with no brightness in it (Amos 5:18–19).
That day had come for Judah, and the glory of God had departed
from His holy city (Ezek. 10:18).
No doubt many among the Jews indeed considered the exile
the end. Yahweh had given them up to the nations, so they gave
up on Yahweh. These would have had a tendency to become completely acculturated (Ackroyd 40–43). Some adopted the religious
practices of the people around them. The Lord asks the captives,
“Will you defile yourselves after the manner of your fathers and
play the harlot after their detestable things… What comes into
your mind will not come about, when you say: ‘We will be like
the nations, like the tribes of the lands, serving wood and stone’”
(Ezek. 20:30). These would have adopted the speech, modes of
dress, business practices, and morality of the culture around them.
Jeremiah had advised them to settle in the land, build houses, and
seek the welfare of the place where they lived (Jer. 29). No doubt

When Will Our King Return?

235

some became too comfortable. They achieved a measure of success in Babylon and had no interest in giving it up to begin all over
again in the frontier of Judea.
On the other hand, there were some—there are always some—
who did not give up hope. They were confident that God was
still in control and that he would irrupt into the course of human events to accomplish his ultimate purpose—the charter of
humanity. These had a better understanding of the causes that led
to the current situation and knew if they turned back to the Lord
(cf. Deut. 30), he would respond, just as he had when he brought
their fathers out of Egypt. The work of men such as Jeremiah and
Ezekiel kept the hope alive by emphasizing the faithful character
of Yahweh and his immutable promises. Until the day of fulfillment arrived, these determined to focus their attention on serving
God as aliens in a strange land.
Important religious developments occurred in Babylon (Harrison, Times 273–74). Jews began to meet together for worship
on the Sabbath (Ezek. 20:20). Since it was not possible for them
to offer animal sacrifices at the temple, they stressed prayer and
instruction in the Law in these gatherings, and in them we see
the beginning stages of the synagogue. In an effort to maintain
their ethnic and religious identity they began to stress the distinctive features of Judaism—circumcision, dietary regulations, and
purity laws, as well as Sabbath-keeping. Though they lived among
the nations, they were determined not to become like them.

A New King Will Come

There are no harsher critics of the circumstances which led to
the exile than the prophets who lived to see it occur (Jeremiah
and Ezekiel). Yet their messages are, in part at least, hopeful and
anticipate a glorious future. Even in a message as critical as the
Temple Sermon (Jer. 7) we find notes of hope: “For if you truly
amend your ways and your deeds…then I will let you dwell in
this place, in the land that I gave to your fathers forever and ever”
(vs. 7). It is not the survival or demise of Israel as a nation that is
at stake in the captivity. Ultimately, the name of Yahweh himself
is in jeopardy—just as it was in the wilderness (Exod. 32:11–14).
Israel was Yahweh’s people; they were founded on his promises;
his reputation among the nations was bound up with the success
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or failure of Israel. Surely, God will not allow his name to be held
in contempt by the nations. Surely, he will rescue his people. The
psalmist cries out, “Help us, O God of our salvation, for the glory
of Your name/And deliver us and forgive our sins for Your name’s
sake. Why should the nations say, ‘Where is their God?’” (Ps.
79:9). God reassures the people through the prophet Ezekiel, “I
will bring you out from the peoples and gather you from the lands
where you are scattered, with a mighty hand and with an outstretched arm and with wrath poured out… Then you will know
that I am the Lord when I have dealt with you for My name’s
sake.…” (20:33–44; note also vss. 9, 14).
These prophets speak of total restoration, including repopulation of the land, a rebuilt city, a new temple, a restored priesthood,
a new covenant, and a new king. Though it may not be explicit
in every statement, the prophets link the coming king with David. The light of David’s lamp has not been entirely snuffed out.
On March 12, 560 b.c. (well into the captivity), Jehoiachin, the
descendent of David, is released from prison in exile and recognized by the king of Babylon as the surviving monarch of Judah
(2 Kings 24:27–30). With Jehoiachin there is hope that the Davidic dynasty will endure, even through the exile, and that the
perpetual dominion promised to David’s seed will be established.
Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel look forward to the new David who
will “reign as king and act wisely,” “do justice and righteousness,”
and “in his days Judah will be saved.” The passages are Jer. 23:5,
33:14–18, and 37:24–25.
Ezekiel speaks of the coming king as the ideal shepherd of
God’s people (Ezek. 34:23–24). He denounces those shepherdkings who had served their own interests instead of the interests
of the people by “feeding themselves,” not the flock (34:2). They
had ruled with “force and severity” (vs. 4), neglected the needy
among the people (vss. 4–6), and through their incompetence allowed the flock to be scattered and become food for the nations
(vss. 5–6). To be sure, Yahweh would exact a price for their corruption (vs. 10). God himself would take over the job (vss. 11–34).
Under his rule the people will enjoy everything they had gone
without because of the neglect of the evil shepherds. In short, he
will “care for his herd in the day when he is among his scattered
sheep” (vs. 12).
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Though God is the ruler, he will administer that rule through
the one shepherd-king He will set over his sheep, “My servant
David” (vs. 23). Though many aspects of shepherding would help
a king rule effectively, the most important one is genuine concern
for the sheep. The coming David will “feed them himself and
shepherd them” (vs. 23). Yahweh will be their God; David will be
their prince (vs. 24; the word “prince” is used here as an alternative
to the title “king”). No longer would there be one king over one
portion of God’s people and another king over the others. There
will be one king over a united kingdom—as David had been. Under the new David’s leadership Israel will enjoy total well-being as
God rules according to a “covenant of peace” through his prince,
that is, the prince of peace (Isa. 9:6). The covenant of peace (berith
shalom) in the Bible is more than the absence of trouble. It is “the
promissory covenant of God given to his restored people as an
eternal blessing and salvation (Nel 131–32). This covenant is initiated by God and produces an idyllic state: the people will live
securely on the land, there will be no more famines, only showers of blessing, and the people will know that “I am the Lord.”
Ezekiel repeats these ideas in a later prophecy, adding the idea of
perpetuity to the covenant, the rule of David, and the presence of
God among the people in his sanctuary (37:24–28).
Jeremiah, whose prophetic career overlapped with Ezekiel, is
also loath to allow the memory of the Davidic covenant to die. As
Isaiah had done over a century earlier (11:1), Jeremiah takes up
the idea of a branch growing from the stump of David’s dynasty
(23:5–6). The coming king will be a complete departure from the
kings of Judah whose incompetence led to captivity. He himself
will be righteous and will administer righteousness and justice,
those twin virtues so often associated with God’s rule. His name
will be called “The Lord our righteousness” (yhwh sidqenu), considered to be a play on the name of King Zedekiah, which means
“Yahweh is my righteousness” (sidqiyyahu). Ralph Klein observes
that in the nomen “The Lord our righteousness” the words “righteousness” and “Yahweh” are in reverse to the order in which
they are found in the name Zedekiah. He comments, “The messiah’s name would be ‘Zedekiah-written-backwards’: he would be
the direct opposite of this puppet king, practicing righteousness
where he did not” (35). Whereas Zedekiah’s foolish policies led to
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defeat and captivity, the wise rule of the coming king will bring
salvation, success, and security to God’s people.
Other statements look forward to the coming king and detail
the characteristics of his rule without making explicit reference
to David. Goldingay discusses nine features of the future king’s
reign: he will be a new David; a new shoot from the old tree;
one through whom Yahweh rules; one who brings shalom; one on
whom Yahweh’s spirit rests; one who acknowledges Yahweh and
decides for the poor; one who stands as a shelter from the storm;
one who shepherds faithfully; and one who before Yahweh can
combine forcefulness and weakness (476–91).

When Will the New King Come?

Other faithful men would arise who would sow the seeds of hope
for a new, glorious age for Israel under the rule of God’s anointed
king. One of these men was Daniel. He advances the plan of God
by supplying a timeline for the arrival of the king.
Daniel’s book looks forward to the day when “the God of
heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be destroyed” (2:44).
The prophet himself had seen the beginnings of the fall of Judah
as a young boy when he was taken by the armies of Nebuchadnezzar into Babylon. He knew Jeremiah’s work (9:2) and Ezekiel
knew of him (14:14, 20; 28:3). His prophecies have to do with
“what will take place in the latter days” (2:28), an idea that recurs
several times throughout the book (2:29; 8:17, 26; 10:14; 12:9).
He sees a series of four world empires rising and falling in order
until finally the kingdom of God is established, a kingdom that
will never be destroyed or overrun by others (Dan. 2). He is also
told that during the fourth kingdom everlasting dominion would
be given to “one like a Son of Man” who would come up to and be
presented before the “Ancient of Days” to receive dominion, glory,
and a kingdom from him, and “all peoples nations and men of
every language will serve Him” (Dan. 7). The everlasting nature
of this kingdom reminds us of the Davidic covenant and throne
which God would “establish forever” (2 Sam. 7:11–16). All of this
will demonstrate that “the Most High is ruler over the realm of
mankind and bestows it on whomever He wishes” (Dan. 4:25).
Daniel goes so far as to name three of the four kingdoms: Babylon (Dan. 2:36–38), Media and Persia (8:20), and Greece (8:21f),

When Will Our King Return?

239

and although the fourth kingdom is not mentioned by name, and
some have argued otherwise, it is obviously Rome (Dan. 2:40–43;
7:1–8). Just as Daniel predicts, Cyrus the Persian defeated Babylon in 539 b.c., Alexander and the Greeks defeated Persia in 333
b.c., and Rome was firmly in control by the middle of the second
century b.c. In fact, Daniel’s predictions are so precise that many
think he was writing history after the fact rather than prophecy
beforehand. But “the arguments for the Maccabean dating of
Daniel can hardly be said to be convincing” (Harrison, Introduction 1126).
In the course of his tenure as prophet, God revealed to Daniel
that “seventy weeks have been decreed for your people to finish transgression, to make an end of sin, to make atonement for
iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision
and prophecy and to anoint the most holy place” (9:24–27). The
seventy weeks are divided into three unequal segments: seven
weeks, sixty-two weeks, and one week. The weeks are usually
considered to be seven years, though it is doubtful that they
should be taken absolutely literally. In fact, one as conservative
in his interpretation as Edward Young suggests that “obscurity
and perhaps even…ambiguity” is one of the geniuses of prophecy,
and we should expect “an abundance of imagery and symbolism”
in a book like Daniel’s” (21).
Young postulates (202) that the first week of years began with
the decree of Cyrus (538 b.c.) allowing the Jews to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple (2 Chron. 36:22–23; Ezra 1:1–4;
Isa. 44:24–28). It ended with the completion of the temple in 515
b.c. and rebuilding of the city in the time of Nehemiah (445–33
b.c.). Whatever else might be said about these events, they stand
at the beginning and end of an important period of restoration in
Israel’s history, and as such serve as suitable markers for the terminus ad quo and terminus ad quem of the first week. The sixty-two
week (434 years) period which follows would then extend from
the rebuilding of Jerusalem under Nehemiah until the advent of
the Messiah, the Prince (cf. Iss. 9:6; Ezek. 34:24). A seventieth
week follows immediately upon the completion of the sixty-ninth
(Young uses the words “surprising,” “startling,” and “shock” in
responding to the idea that an unmentioned 2000-year gap intervenes between the sixty-ninth and seventieth week [214]). During
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the seventieth week several things are to take place: the MessiahPrince will be killed (“cut off” is used several times in Leviticus
7 for the death penalty), a coming prince will destroy the city, a
covenant will be made firm, and sacrifices and grain offerings
will be brought to an end. We should be careful to notice that
Daniel speaks of the death of the Messiah, as Isaiah had over a
century earlier (Isa. 53:8–9, 12). Exactly how the Messiah would
rule God’s kingdom forever and yet suffer an ignominious death
must have been a mystery to many.
Much more could be said about these matters, but our concern
here is what they indicate about the time of the advent of the
coming king (in this passage called messiah and prince). Daniel
has already suggested that he will come in the days of the fourth
world empire (Dan. 2; 7), and here adds that there will be sixtynine “weeks” from the decree of God to return and rebuild Jerusalem until his arrival. The king is coming. The God who “does
according to His will in the host of heaven” has determined it.
But it will be a long time; Daniel will not live to see it.
There are others who foresee a king coming to Israel. Zechariah, a contemporary of Daniel speaks of the Branch just as Isaiah
and Jeremiah had (3:8; 6:12), and a king who would come to Jerusalem humbly, riding on a donkey, ruling from sea to sea in peace
(9:9–10). Still others keep the hope alive. While the messianic expectations of Jews in the intertestamental period was not monolithic, hope for a new David was certainly present. John Collins
writes, “The concept of the Davidic messiah as the warrior king
who would destroy the enemies of Israel and institute an era of
unending peace constitutes the common core of Jewish messianism around the turn of the era” (68). A passage from the Psalms
of Solomon (a pseudepigraphical document from the first century
b.c.) will illustrate:
See, Lord, and raise up for them their king,
the son of David to rule over your servant Israel
in the time known to you, O God.
Undergird him with the strength to destroy the unrighteous rulers,
to purge Jerusalem from gentiles
who trample her to destruction;
in wisdom and righteousness to drive out
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the sinners from the inheritance;
To smash the arrogance of sinners
like a potter’s jar;
To shatter all their substance with an iron rod…
There will be no unrighteousness among them in his days
for all shall be holy,
and their king shall be the Lord Messiah.
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There are several references to the Branch of David in the Dead
Sea Scrolls. They often rely heavily on Isaiah 11:1–5 (4Q285,
4Q161, 4Q174, 4Q252). The scepter of Numbers 24:13 is also
interpreted by the Dead Sea community as referring to the coming “Prince of the Congregation” who will defeat God’s enemies
(CD–A VII). Collins argues that since these passages and others
like them are used among several different sects with a messianic
understanding, “it is reasonable to assume that this interpretation
was widespread” (65). Collins discusses several other works that
describe the hope for a messianic figure of one kind or another.

Jesus, David, and Matthew

By the time the New Testament opens, everything the prophets
had said must come to pass had taken place. The people had returned to the land, temple and city had been rebuilt, the Persians
had given way to the Greeks, and then the Greeks had given way
to the Romans who had controlled Israel for several decades. People had been thinking and talking and writing about the Messiah
for a long time. Luke says that by the time of John the Baptist,
the people were in a “state of expectation” (Luke 3:15). Some had
assumed the title “king” through the years (Alexander Jannaeus,
for example) but all fell short of the ideals of the Davidic covenant.
Everything was ready for the king to come—and come he did.
But not as many expected.
The special emphasis that Matthew gives to king and kingdom
is widely recognized. Turner observes, “The kingdom of God/
heaven is undoubtedly at the center of the message of Matthew”
(37). It begins in the opening chapters when the wise men go
to Bethlehem looking for Him who had been born “King of the
Jews” (2:1–12). Both John and Jesus announce that the “kingdom
of God is at hand” (3:2; 4:17). From the beginning of his minis-
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try Jesus went about “proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and
healing every kind of disease” (4:23). Later the link between his
miracles and his rule is made again when he tells the Pharisees,
“If I cast out demons by the Spirit of God, then the kingdom of
God has come upon you” (12:27). He enters into Jerusalem riding
on a donkey in fulfillment of Zechariah’s prediction about the
coming king (21:1–11). He portrays himself as a king who will
distinguish between good and evil men in the judgment (25:31f).
He institutes a memorial which he will observe with his disciples
“in My Father’s kingdom” (26:26–29). Pilate meant the accusation
“This is the King of the Jews,” placed above Jesus’ head when he
was crucified, to be an insult, but we know the truth of the matter (27:37). The last few verses of Matthew’s gospel contribute to
the idea when Jesus says, “All authority has been given to Me in
heaven and on earth.…” (28:18).
Though all the gospel writers link Jesus to David and thereby
suggest that he is a legitimate candidate for the throne, it seems
that Matthew gives special attention to it (Turner 33; Thielman 93–95). The title “Son of David” occurs more frequently in
Matthew than the other gospels. In fact, it begins that way (1:1).
Twice two blind men cry out to him, addressing him as the Son
of David (9:27–31; 20:29–34).The Syro-Phoenician woman addresses him as David’s son (15:22). The crowds call out to Jesus
as the son of David when he enters Jerusalem (21:9), and as the
conflict intensifies Jesus describes the Christ as one greater than
David (22:41–46). The genealogy of Jesus in Matthew also links
Jesus to David (1:1–17). He is immediately identified as “the son
of David” (vs. 1). David is mentioned more often than any other
individual in the list of names, five times (vss. 1, 6 [2 times], 17
[2 times]). David alone is given the title king (vs. 6). The arrangement of names into groups of fourteen may also be a reference
to David (Davies and Allison 161–65; Nolland 86–87; Turner
58). In the ancient world numeric values were assigned to the letters of the alphabet. In Hebrew the fourth letter of the alphabet,
daleth, was given a value of four; the tenth letter, waw, was given
the value ten. The consonants in the name David are daleth, waw,
daleth (dwd), which when added together equal 14 (4 plus 10 plus
4). David is the fourteenth name in the list. In light of these
factors Davies and Allison conclude, “…coincidence becomes ef-
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fectively ruled out. The name, David, is the key to the pattern of
Matthew’s genealogy” (165). At long last, the king, the Seed of
David whose throne and kingdom will be established forever, has
come (cf. Luke 1:31–33).
And yet, how does Jesus fulfill the prophecies concerning the
coming king? Did not the psalmist say, “Ask of Me, and I will
surely give you the nations as Your inheritance… You shall break
them with a rod of iron/You shall shatter them like earthenware”
(Ps. 2:8–9)? Did not Ezekiel indicate that under the rule of the
king God would set up his sanctuary in their midst forever (Ezek.
37:27–28) and that Israel would dwell securely in the land (Ezek.
34:28)? Again, how can we say that Jesus is the fulfillment of these
prophetic statements, especially in light of the fact that, within
forty years after his death, the Romans completely destroyed the
city and the temple, and they have not been rebuilt since?
It will be helpful to note Bruce Waltke’s comments (818–19):
Christ prepares his disciples for the new era of worshiping God
in spirit and truth by reinterpreting and “christifying” Old Testament images such as temple, birth, water, and manna…the
Land is reinterpreted by Christ and his apostles as referring to
the world, and Jerusalem and its temple are spiritualized, transcendentalized, eschatologized, and typified. The earthly material symbols are transformed into the spiritual realities they
always represented.

In other words, when we find the prophets speaking about a future temple, land, throne, king, kingdom, defeat of Israel’s enemies, and such like, we should look for a spiritual fulfillment, not
a physical one. The spiritual fulfillment is the literal fulfillment
because these terms were always meant as symbolic representations of spiritual realities.
Jesus himself uses this technique when he explains the “mysteries of the kingdom” to the disciples through parables (Matt.
13:11). Jesus is not teaching lessons on horticulture or fishing,
but is conveying spiritual truth. We, too, should look beyond the
physical to the spiritual when interpreting the prophets just as
the disciples should have done in interpreting the parables. The
New Testament authors do exactly this. For example, “building
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up the tabernacle of David” is applied to the spread of the gospel
to the Gentiles (Amos 9:11; Acts 15:14–21) and language originally used of Israel is applied to the church (1 Pet. 1:9–10). The
hyper-literal cannot see spiritual truth when taught this way, neither Nicodemus, those outside the circle of disciples, nor modern
dispensationalists.
Jesus is indeed the king predicted by Old Testament prophets. He is not an earthly king, the territory of his kingdom is
not limited geographically, and his throne is not physical (John
18:36–37). His kingdom is a present reality (Col. 1:13). He now
sits at God’s right hand and rules over the hearts of all those
who submit to his authority (Acts 2:29–36). He was crowned king
at his resurrection and ascension (Acts 13:33). Though Jesus is
“King of the Jews” and the “Son of David,” his kingdom includes
people from all nations (Matt. 28:18–20; Acts 10:34–35). He is
currently showering the blessings of the kingdom, the sure mercies of David, upon its citizens (Acts 13:24; Rom. 14:17; Ezek.
34:26). Every nation that opposes his rule eventually falls (Rev.
19:15; note the allusion to Ps. 2:9). His authority will ultimately
be administered in the judgment (Rev. 20:11–15; Matt. 25:31–46).

Living In-between

The Jews of the captivity lived in-between the announcement that
a new king would come and the actual fulfillment of that promise.
We saw that some gave up on the promise and became completely
acculturated, while others strove diligently to maintain a relationship with Yahweh until he fulfilled his promises. We, too, live in
in-between times. Our King, Jesus, has promised to return and
usher in his eternal kingdom (John 4:3; Acts 1:11; 2 Pet. 1:11).
It has become routine to speak of the “now/not yet” aspects of
the kingdom of God, but those are exactly the circumstances we
live in today. We enjoy the blessings of Christ’s rule today, but
we await a fuller expression of his kingdom in the future. How
should we live in this in-between time?
To be sure, some follow the captives in becoming completely
acculturated. They turn to the gods served by the people around
them—sensuality, greed, pleasure, power, and pride. But others
diligently strive to maintain an identity and character in keeping
with God’s standards of righteousness and holiness while living
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in this world of exile. We need to be among them. Now is the
time for us to circumcise our hearts, worship God in spirit and
truth, attend to the study of his word, and be obedient servants
of Christ our King. We must refuse the temptation to assimilate
to the culture in modes of dress, speech, and morality. We must
learn to wait prayerfully on the Lord according to the words of
Jeremiah:
The Lord’s lovingkindnesses indeed never cease,
For His compassions never fail.
They are new every morning;
Great is Your faithfulness.
“The Lord is my portion,” says my soul,
“Therefore I have hope in Him.”
The Lord is good to those who wait on Him,
To the person who seeks Him.
It is good that he waits silently
For the salvation of the Lord. (Lam. 3:22–26)

In doing these things we will become part of the faithful remnant
who may look forward to joining with many from east and west as
we sit at the table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom
of heaven.
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